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ABSTRACT - 

The assumed connection between ease of language 
learning and age has been investigated in recent years by researchers 
from a wide range of disciplines. With the exception of the findings 
of research that authentic accents are more easily acquired by 
children, studies seem to indicate that efficiency in language 
learning increases with maturation, Evidence does not indicate that 
there is a firm qualitative distinction to be drawn between: the 
respective ways in, which children and adults master a second 
language. However,, much thinking- of theorists in second language 
Requisition has been based on the assumption that children are more 
efficient second-language learners. Results of this theorizing are 
outlined under the> following headings: (1) imprinting; 
(2)lateralization and cerebral plasticity; (3) the thalamus theory; 
(4) the cognitive developmental hypothesis; and C5) affect and 
motivation differences between children, adolescents, and adults. It 
is concluded that the evidence for a general age-related 
deterioration in the capacity to learn' a second language is scanty. 
Of the theories proposed, those; which seem to be most consistent with 
the evidence are those which do not assume a sharp cut-off point for 
all aspects of language acquisition. (AMH) 
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AGE AS A FACTOR IN SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION^ 
a Ireview of some recent research"* 1 ■ 



by 

D. M. SINGLETON 



Introductory % ' * ^ 

It is coraoonly neld»ttiat a person's capacity for language 
learning diminishes drastically at some point between childhood 
and adulthood. This belief is based on the everyday observation 
of differences between children and adults in the matter of 
language acquisition: 

... babies pick up their mother tongue with what seems like v 
great ease, and young children in suitable environments pick 
up a second language with little trouble, whereas adults 
seem to struggle ineffectively with a new language and to* 
impose the phonology and syntax of their mother tongue 
on the new language. 

( (Macnamara 1973, p. 63) 

In recent years, the assume? connexion between ease of\ 
language learning and age„has "been investigated more scientifically 
by researchers from a wide range of disciplines. Inevitably,* the, 
investigation has generated controversy* 



Some evidence of age-related differences , amongst 
language learners 

* m 
The results ,of a number of experiments and surveys suggest 
that early exposure to a given second language is the surest way 
of acquiring an authentic 'accent* in that language. An account 
of some of this evidence is given below* 
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In 1969 James Asher and Rarairo Garcfa reported an experiment 
they Kad carried out in California or/ seventy-one. Cuban immigrants 
between the ages of Seven and nineteen and a control group of 
thirty 'American children. A panel of nineteen American high 
school students was asked to listen to randomly ordered recordings 
of these 'young Cubans and Americans uttering the same set of 
English sentences, and to judge fidelity of pronunciation by \ 
ticking one of the following categories for eacrV sBUject: 

y - v 

A .indicated a native speaker 

\ 

B indicated a near native speaker ^ 
i r 
C indicated a slight foreign accent * 

D indicated a definite foreign accent 



Vi 



Asher and Garcfa found that, irrespective of age of entry 
into the United States and length of stay, not one of the 71 Cuban 
i trrhrr en was judged to have native^ pronunciation. However, many 
were deemed to speak u'xth near-native pronunciation,- and the 
highest probability of t',*s n- .r-nativc sound production occurred 
in children who^had gone tc the United States between the ages 
'of one and six years 2nd who had lived there over a period of 
between five and sYx years. Moreover, the younger a child had 
entered the United States the higher the probability of a 
native-like accent, and this probability was further increased 
the longer the child had lived in the United States. ' 

For example, oft the children six or younger, tfho lived 
here between 5 and 8 years, 71% had a rfcar-native 
pronunciation as compared witli only 50Z of those living 
here between one and four years. For the older children, 
those in the ap,e r.inp.c of 13 to 19, nobody (N * 9) who 
lived here between 1 and 4 years had a near native 
pronunciation, and only 17% of these children who lived 
in the United States bofween 5 and 8 years (N » 6) had 
a near-native speech. 

; (Asher and Garcfa 1969, p. 340) 
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More recent findings have been published by Herbert SeUgcr 
Stephen Krashen and Peter Ladefoged (1975), Ann Fatjfiman (1975) 
and Susan Oyama (1976). Seliger, Krashen and Ladefoged 
supervised the interviewing of 394 adult subjects who, at 
various ages and from various countries, »had emigrated -to the 
United States and Israel respectively.. The questions asked 
concerned country of birth, age, age of arrival in the United 
States/Israel ,*and distinguishability from native7speakers of 
English/hebrev. An analysis of these interviews revealed that 
a majority of those respondents who had migrated at or under 
the age of nine years reported that most speakers of their 
target language thought they were native speakers. Most 

'respondents who had migrated at *or over the age of sixtden 
years, on the other hand, felt they stili had a foreign accent. 
0{ respondents who had raigta'ted, between the ages of ten and\ 
fifteen years^the number who reported a foreign accent 'was 
nearly identical to the number who reported no accent 1 (Seliger, 

, Krashen and Ladefoged '1975, p. 21). 

Fathman tested a sample of 140 young immigrants living in 
the Washington D.C. area. These were school students of diverse 
language backgrounds and of ages rangijig from six to fifteen 
years. An oral production test was used based on a series of 
pairs of pictures.. The examiner would point to. one of the pair, 
giving a relevant stimulus utte ranee > then point to the second 
picture and require the subject to complete its description by 
supplying omitted words, phrases or sentences. In addition, * 
each student was asked tp give a general description of a 
composite picture. The scores for the more structured part of 
the test were related solely to correctness of morphology and " 
syntax, whereas the discursive descriptions Were given ratings 
on a five point scale for pronunciation and fluency as well as 
grammatical accuracy. As far as pronunciation vas concerned, 
the younger children, aged six $o*£en years, were given / 
significantly higher ratings than the older group, aged eleven 

•. & 



to fifteen years, despite tti'e fact that all the children had' 
been exposed to English for the same period of time. This * 
seemed to SUggesf. ' that the group of younger children may be 
learning ^nglish phonology at a faster rate, than the group of 
older children^ (Fathman 1975, p. 249). 

Oyama's experimental group were sixty Italian-born immigrants 
who had learned English at various ages and had been in the 
United States for varying' numbers of vears. Their English 
pronunciation was scored from two speech samples/ a short 
paragraph read 'aloud and the recounting, of a dangerous experience. 
A 45-sccond extract from each passage was then judged by two 
native-'spcakers of English on a five-point scale, from 'no accent* 
to 'heavy accent'. The results indicated that age of arrival in 
tho^'Jnited States was a better predictor of accent than the 
juuabcr of years spent there. * * 

^ These findings, taken together, seem to indicate a link 
between the age at which a learner first encounters the target 
language and whether or not he acquires, an authentic pronunciation. 
Three points need to be made in connexion with this tentative 
conclusion.. First, all of the studies described above were 
concerned with the degree to which non-nativc-spcakcrs were able 
to pass, for native-speakers in terms of accent. There is no 
suggestion that distinguishabil ity in this context equals 
unintel ligibil * "y. For those speakers who were deemed to have a 
non-native accent, that vfcich distinguished them from native- 
speakers could asily have been no more than a matter of 
redundant phonetic detail- It is guite possible, for example, 
for a person to have a perfectly adequate functional command of 
the "English .consonant system and yet retain, .say, a uvular 

• version of /r/ or retro flex versions of /t/, /d/, /n/, etc. 

Secondly, the evidence is for a trend rather than for the 
operation of an absolute and inexorable law. Exceptions to this 
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trend aire numerous*. In Asher and Garcfa's experiment* in which 
the best assessment obtained by any of the experimental subjects 
was that their speech 'indicated a near native speaker' , 7X of 

those who had entered the United States after the age of 

. * + ** ■ • . • 

thirteen were judged to Ijave attained this level* Similarly, 

in the surveys carried out by Seliger, Krashen and Ladefoged, 

7.6Z of those who had learnt English/Hebrew as adults * claimed 

no accent* 

Thirdly, there is some counter-evidence. Robert Politzer 

and Louis Weiss (1969) tested about, 250 subjects with no 

knowledge of French from 1st, 3rd, 5th, 7th and 9th grades for 

auditory discrimination between French vowel phonemes and 

between French and English voyel sounds, for imitative 

pronunciation, of French words # and *fdV ability to recall these 

words a short while later* On the basis of their results they 

concluded that 'performance, in all these three t&sks fiends to 

increase with maturation' (p. 83)* Lars Ekstrand (1976) obtaine^ 

various kinds of data on 2,189 immigrant pupils of school age 

registered in Swedish comprehensive schools and regarded as 

needing special tuition in Swedish* - Tests for pronunciation, 

transcribing dictation, listening comprehension, reading t 
• • 

comprehension, free oral production and free "v^it ten production 

* * i 

in Swedish were administered to this population (or,, in the case 

of pronunciation and free orai production tests," to saigj>Jes 

thereof). All test results except those for fuee oral 

production were found to correlate positively and significantly 

with age, suggesting that language ability, including 

pronunciation, 'improves with age' (p. 190). Ekstrand also 

reports (1976, p. 182" that an early investigation of the 

English pronunciation and listening comprehension fcf 1,200 

Swedish pupils (grades 1 - A) who had been taught English* over 

one semester indicated that 'the. older children did significantly 

better than the younger ones'. 



An interesting sidelight is thrown on this question, by a 
consideration^ regional/national variations of accent amongst 
native-speakers of the same language. William Lafcov (1966; 1970) 
claims that people rarcl^ aSfuirc^thc accent of a particular 
region if they move into that region after puberty. Paul 
^Christopherscn, on the other hand, asserts that at least some 
speakers do change chcir accent (1973, p. 48). Clive James, 
recently reviewing the B#C coverage of the Winter Olympics and, 
in particular, some interviews wi*th the -British skater Robin 
Cousins,* lent unwitting support to Christophefsen's view: 

All this time the BBC commentators had been doing their 
best to stay calm about Robin Cousins. They rarely 
mentioned him more than a thousand times a night. There 
were only a hundred interviews with his parents, while 
whole hours went by'without Robin himself being called to ' 
the camera. When he did speak, it was with a noticeable 
American accent - an indication that his gift has .been 
brought to flower somewhere else than- here. Nevertheless 
he* is still one of us. * 

* ^ {Tie Obsevvert 24.2.80, p. 20) 

With regard to other aspects of language, evidence for a 
falling-off in learning capacity as the child progresses towards 
adulthood is quite scarce. Oyama (1973) gave her subjects 
(ItalUn-born immigrants to the United' States) a number 6i tests 
involving syntax and semantics. 



In two of these (a 'sentences through noise 1 task and a 
test in which subjects were asked to make grammatical 
acceptability judgements) a clear effect for age of arrival 
was observed; those who arrived in the United .States at 
younger ages did best, and there was no effect for years 
spent in the U.S. 

(tfeport in Krashcn 1975, p\218) 
i 

Similarly, C A. Ramsey and E. H^Wright (1974)- examined 
immigrants in Canada an<T found that 0 M * 



the older a child was when introduced to English,, the 
poorer tfre performance on various tests of English language 
skill. Children who arrived after the age of 6 tended to 
have lower scores on tests of language skills as their 
age of arrival increased. 

(fceport in McLaughlin 1978, p. 56) 

Against these two studies must be .placed several others 
"with quite different results. One of the aost commonly cited 
is ttfat of Asher and Price (19o7) , summarized below by Martin 
Braine. 



Asher and .price gave the same controlled exposure to a 
little Russian to 8-, 10-, and 14-year-old children, and 
to college students. In three short sessions over a 
four day period, the subjects heard Russian commands 
uttered on tape and learned tie meanings of the commands 
just Uy watching the adult model obey them. Half of- 
each age group simply watched the model act out the 
0 command; the other half copied the model's acting out of 
the command. There was no other teaching of Russian of 
any fort. In the retention tests that came later, the 
subjects were tested by seeing if they could act out 
Russian commands without the adult model. The Russian 
material consisted initially of one-word commands like 
Sit, Walk, Squat, then of combinations like Run to the 
table, Put down the book, and ended with instructions 
like Pick up the paper and the pencil and put them on , -/ , 
the chair. Several of the tests used combinations of F 
words which were not identical to those used in the 
training. The results were that the adults obtained • 
nearly perfect scores on all tests; they were superior 
to all the children, doing about twice as well as the 
8~year-olds, witty the intermediate age groups in between. 

(Braine 1971t> f pp. 71-72) 

, , Smith and Braine (reported in Hacnamara 1973, pp. 63-64) in 
a rather different kind of experiment obtained results tending 
in a similiar dijectio^n. They attempted to* teach subjects of 
different ages a miniature 'artificial language and then tested 
them on their progress. In these tests- the adult subjects ♦ 
performed better than the children. 



Other studies were confined t;o younger and older groups of 
children, Urt Buhler (1972) investigated more than 1,500 Swiss 
school children learning French as a second, language. Of these, 
son* had begun French ir the fourth grade, others in th« fifth. 
On two separate testing occasions the children who had begun 
French later performed significantly •better ^ on various tests of 
French language m skills . 

Likewise, Susan Ervin-Tripp (1974) found that even in a 
natural milieu vhere the second language was a constant feature^ 
of the environment and where the emphasis was on communication, 
older children acquired the language more rap'idly than younger 
children. Her sample contained children ranging from four to 
nine years of age, *nd her study focused on morphology and > 
syntax. It was the older children who exhibited a, superior 
mastery of , these elements, even though their exposure to the . 
Second language was" no v more than equal to that of the younger 
children. * * . 

! 

McLaughlin reports a similar study carried out by C. E. Snow 
'and M. Hoefnagel-Hohle "(1975). Again, the learning environment 
was rratural rather than formal: 

... in a sample of American children, adolescents , and 
adults learning Dutch in Holland, it was the adolescents 
who acquired the language most readily. 

(McLaughlin 1978, p.5?) 

■ / i . 

Two studies whith have already been mentioned in other 
contexts are also relevant here. As has been stated above (p. 3), 
Fathman (1975) obtained results suggesting that younger children 
are" more successful than ol<jer children at acquiring an authentic 
pronunciation when learning a new language. However, she also 
found that the older children in her sample (11 - 15 years), 
whose exposure to the, language was the same as that of the 
younger group, 'performed significantly better.. ♦on the 

; ; • 10 



morphology* and syntax subtests... than did the' younger, 
children, 6 ~ 10 years 1 (pp. 248-249) . As wo have seen (p. 5), , 
Ekstrand's findings (1976) run counter* to Fathman*s on the 
question of pronunciation. On the other hand, since they 
indicate a general improvement of* learning ability with age 
over a whole, range., of language skills, they appear to confirm - 
Fathman*s 'conclusion that* older children are 'more successful 
in learning the morphology and 'syntax of a second language* (p. 251), 
i 

- On the evidence, the case for an* overall decline in the 
capacity to learn a, second language at the Approach of adulthood 
would have to be deemed not proven. Ir. fact,, if one disregards 
the matter of acquiring a native accent, ,tsost of the research 
reviewed points in the ojfposite direction; for other aspects of 
language, the learning capacity seems actually to increase with 
age. 

0 * 

Other research, less explicitly comparative in nature, 
provides gogd grounds for believing that language learning, 
including first language learning, both can and does proceed 
beyond the years of early childhood* Braine (1971b)*reports an 
unpublished study carried out by A* Bar-Adon (1959) on children 
learning Hebrew as their first language: ' # 

Hebrew lexical roots usually consist* of three consonants; 
« vowels intercalated between the consonants belong-to the 
formative morphemes distinct from the- lexical root. 
Because they have mora than one phonemic realisation, 
several of these consonants have to be considered as 
morphophonemes, and their varying phonemic shapes are 
determined in a complex way by the position of t|ie 
consonant/ in the root (i.e., whether first, second, or 
third ^consonant), the 'conjugation* in which the root 
appears, and the tense form.... These ... mo rphophonemic' 
alterations are not found regularly in children* s speech; 
instead, one shape of tKe consoncnt tends at first to be 
• used in all forms of a particular verb..,. Hegulariiationa 
of this sort may be found «as late as adolescence. ..♦ 

(Braine 1971b, pp*. 28-29) 
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, John Carroll (1971, p. 117) quotes fron F. ZidonisV 
investigation of some American ninth. graders' written English 



When ri porous criteria of vel Wormodnefs were applied, in 
the analysis of writing samples, almost half of the 
sentences written by the ninth graders wero judged to be 
malformed. This finding runs counter to the widespread 
contention of the structural linguist, who is not Concerned 
with .well-formedness as a sramraatical goal, that children 
have acquired virtually full command of the grammar of 
b English at an early age. The more likely contention is 
thnt the grammar of English is never fully mastered. 

* (Zidonis 1965, p. 408) 

■ " , ' % % | 

Carroll goes on to observe: • 
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Although there arc certain aspects, of grammatical competency 
that seem to \c well mastered even at the normal school entry 
age, tnerc are other aspects in which development is slow, 
at,, least for many children. We know little about the actual 
grammatical competence of adolescents or even adults as 
manifested in cither speech or writing. Hany of Zidonis's 
ninth, graders were apparently unable to recognize the mal- 
forme dness of the sentences they wrote. Ir cannot be 
concluded that all adult£ have acquired the degree of 
grammatical competence assumed by many linguists. 

<?.1210 

/ 

Semantical ly-rootcd first language skills have also been 
shown to continue developing long after early childhood. 0 Referring 
tq^a study of such skills by L, Thurstonc, McLaughlin remarks on 
the relative sluggishness of the language capacity in" reaching 
full potential: ' ** 

Tliurs tone's analysis, of seven primary abilities* indicated 
that verbal comprehension reaches BOZ of adult competence 
at age 18 and word fluency at age 20, In contrast, number 
and memory factors reached 80% of adult level at 16, space 
and reasoning at ,19, and perceptual factors at age 12 
(Thurstone 1955). » In compsrison with othcr^oetttal 
capacities, then, language capacity does not seem to 
develop remarkably„quickly. 

(McLaughlin 1978, pp. 55-56) 
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This aay be something ot an understatement. Carroll, reviewing 
the results o'f various vocabulary tests , .concludes (1971, p.l2A) ^ 
tfyat vocabulary tends to increase significantly up to at least 
"the age of forty or fifty., 

T * 

"Even some aspects of the* phonological system of one's first 
m language say not bt mastered until one is well into adulthood, 
as is evident from Carroll's account of a doctoral, dissertation 
• dealing with stress placement in English: * 

Robinson (1967) studied the development, in grade sthool 
t children and adults, of competence. in pronouncing, with 

correct stress placement, derived words with the suffixes v 
-ity (as in polarity ^pdlar 1 ) and -Hon (as in generfiUon< 
generate). She founn^that these competences develop very* 
slowly; many adults appear not to have acquired rules for 
the pronunciation of these, derived words. 

/ * (Carroll 1971, p. 116) 

< 

There is some evidence that. elements of the language "* 
learning capacity not called upon in the acquisition of 'a first 
language may later play a role in the acquisition of a second 
language.' An. experiment conducted by William Ritchie (1978) * 
yielded results pointing to the retention beyond puberty o£ some 
£f very specific language learning principles, Ritchie, investigated 
a group of adult Japanese learners of EngKsh, with par£icurar 
reference to the presence in their internalized English grammar 
of the 'right roof constraint 1 . \ 

The fright roof constraint' is postulated as preventing 
the generation of sentences in which an .element has been moved 
♦ to the right out of the embedded sentence where the element 
originated. Thus it would allow: 

[ s That a gm vent off which i had cleaned^] surprised no one 
but not: * • 
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•[ s ?rtat a gun vent off^] surprised no one which I had cleaned. 

According to Ritchie, there is good reason tc^belicve that this 
constraint is not acquired by children on the basis of exposure 
to priaary linguistic data, but rather present fron the 
.beginning anoifgst the principles and strategies which facilitate 
and guide the . construction of their first language. 

Sow, as it happens, Japanese is a language which docs not 
contain 'right movement' of any kind. Therefore, the acquisition 
of Jaianese does not call for the operation of right roof 
constraint. . Accordingly t if the constraint *<ere seen to be , 
canifes^ in the newly acquired English o£ a group of Japanese 
adults, this could plausibly be regarded as d^monst rating"* the 
survival into adulthood of previously untapped linguistic potential. 

Ritchie's test ~ a questionnaire eliciting judgncnts ou the 
relative gracmaticality of pairs of sentences - did, in fact, 
appear to establish the presence of the right roof constraint in * 
the English of his Japanese subjects. In his view, this lent 
'preliminary empirical support to the assumption. • • that linguistic 
univcrsals arc intact in the adult 1 (p. A3). 

Some insights into the actual practice of second language 
learners of different ages arc provided by Braine's analysis (1971b) 
of Israeli census data on the spread of Hebrew amongst immigrants 
to Israel. These Indicate that both prcadolescent and adult 
, immigrants tend to use Hebrew as their everyday language within a 
few years of arriving, whereas Hebrew tends to be used less b? 
middle-aged immigrants and substantially less by elderly immigrants. 
Braine comments that, whatever, the cause, 'if there is a decline 
in language lcrming ability with age, it looks as if it is 
probably a slow decline associated with middle and old age, not 
with adolescence' (1971b, p. 71). 



u 



/ 



13 



% A recent and dramatic set of evidence relevant to. the 
survival into adulthood of the language learning ability is 
provided by the linguistic development of Genie (Fromkin, 
Krashen, Curtiss, Rigler and Rigler 1974; Curtiss, Fromkin,* 
Rigler) Rigler and Krashen 1975; Curtiss 1977)** 

Genie was first encountered when she was 13 years, 9 months* 
At the tine of her discovery and hospitalization she was 
an un5ocvalized, primitive human being, emotionally 
disturbed, -^ml earned *and without language* She had been 
taken into protective custody by the police and v on 
November 4, 1970, was admitted into the Children's 
Hospital of Los Angeles for evaluation with a tentative 
diagnosis of malnutrition* •• When' admitted to the 
hospital, Genie was a painfully thin child* with a 
distended abdomen who appeared to be six or seven years 
younger than her age* She was 54*5 'inches tall and ' 
weighed 62*25 pounds* She was unable to stand erect, 
could not chew solid or even semi~solid foods, had great 
difficulty in swallowing*, was incontinent of feces and 
urine, and was mute* 



In view of the .appalling circumstances of Genie's up- 
bringing, her condition was hardly surprising* 



There is evidence that from the age of 20 months until 
shortly before./admission to the hospital Genie had been 
isolated in a small closed room, tied into a'potty chair 
where she remained most or all hours of the day, sometimes 
overnight* A cloth harness* constructed to- keep her from 
handling her feces was her only apparel of wear* When 
not strapped into the chair she was kept in a covered 
infant crib, also confined from the waist down* The doors 
of the room were kept closed and the windows were 
curtained* She was hurriedly fed (only cereal and baby 
food) and minimally cared for by her mother, who was almost 
blind during most of tha years of Genie's isolation* 
There was no radio or TV in the house and the father's 
intolerance of noise of any kind kept any acoustic stimuli 
which she received behind tha closed door to a minimum* •♦ 
Genie was physically punishad'by the fathur if she made 
any sounds* According to the mother, the father and older 
brother never spoke to Genia although they barked a/ her 
like dogs* The mother was forbidden to spe^more than 
a few minutes with Genie during feeding* « 



(Fromkin £t aU 1974, p*84) 



(Fromkin *t al. 1974, pp. 84-85) 
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Medical examinations revealed 'no discernible evidence of 

physical or mental disease chat would... account for her retarded 

* 

behavior' (Fromkin et at. 1974, p. 86). Nor was she autistic or 
pathologically disturbed. Within four weeks of her admission to 
hospital she was no longer apathetic and withdrawn, but showing 
signs. of f a lively curiosity' and 'emotional responsivity' (ibid.j 
"p. 86). 

It is not known whether Genie had ever spoken before her 
isolation. On admission to hospital , the only sounds she made 
were, noises associated with spitting and 'a Jcind of throaty 
whimper' (ibid., p. 86). Tests of linguistic competence produced 
evidence that Genie understood 'individual words which she did 
not ujtter' herself , but, except for s'r*. words, she had little if 
any cosprchension of grammatical structures 1 (ibid., p. 87), Over 
the subsequent two years she developed comprehension of such 
structures as singular-plural contrasts of nouns, negative- 
affirmative sentence distinctions, possessive constructions, 
modifications, prepositional, usage, conjunction with cmctj and , 
comparative and superlative form of adjectives. 

Progress in speech production has been slower, presumably 
because Genie had not learned the necessary neuro-muscular 
controls over her Vocal organs. She apparently had difficulties 
regulating air flow and volume. Her sound productions were 
acoustically weak and strange in voice quality. Nevertheless, 
her phonological development approximated to that of normal 
children* As far as syntax is concerned, Genie learned to 
combine words in three- and four-word strings and to produce 
negative sentences, strings' with locative nouns, noun phrases, 
possessives and plurals. Broadly, her progress in the acquisition 
of language, though slower than is usual, parallelled that of 
normal English-speaking children. Moreover, relative to her 
stage of linguistic development, she was precocious in dealing 
with written language, in her acquisition of colour words and 
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numbers, in vocabulary-building generally, and in understanding^ 
the full range of vh- questions* However, s1?e also demonstrated 
some peculiar inconsistencies in uoxA order, interpreting simple 
NVH sentences incorrectly, despite the correctness of her own 
sentences and her successful performance in tests imposing 
apparently identical requirements (Curtiss et a£.^.975). 

It is not at all a straightforward matter to interpret this 
evidence* It appears that Genie has in au -important sense 
acquired language: 



• ••we must keep in mind that Genie's speech is ruK- 
govemed behavior, and that from a finite set of 
arbitrary linguistic elements she can and does create 
novel utterances that theoretically know no upper \ 
bound*. . Therefore, abnormalities notwithstanding, in 
the most fundamental and critical respects^ Genie has 
language , , » 

• . . * " (Curtiss 1977, p. 204) 



However, the abnormal aspects of Genie's speech 'may suggest 
•specific constraints and limitations on the nature of language 
acquisition outside of.. /[the critical] maturational period' 
(Curtiss 1977, p. 234^. On the other hand, any claim that it* is 
impossible for language acquisition to begin from nonhing after 
puberty becomes barely tenable in the light of Genie's* case : 



Genie represents a case of first-language acquisition 
after the critical age of pajerty. To be sure, Jier 
development is laborious and incomplete* but the ^ 
similarities between it and normal acquisition outweigh 
the differences* 

(De Villiers-and de Villiers 1978, p. 219) 

The implication, a fortiori* is that language learning may 
continue into adulthood, 'and. this continuation of language 
learning presumably includes the possibility of mastering a 
second language* 
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So fax we have been dealing with evidence concerning age- ^ 
related differences in, as it were, the success rate of second 
language learners. The question has also been raised, however, 
whether- children and adulrs, whatever their respective capacities 
ultimately to become prof icient. in a second language, adopt 
different approaches to the learning task or .require different 
learning conditions. » 
* * 

A good deal of recent research has concentrated on the 
order in which morphemes arc acquired by second language learners. 
What stimulated this research was an interest in the relationship 
between first and second language acquisition. Children ^earning 
their first language were observed to acquire certain morphemes of. 
that language in a particular order; ir was hypothesized that when 
the saife language was i ca mt as a second language the order of 
morpheme acquisition might be the same, or that, at any rate,, some 
fixed order of morpheme acquisition might be established in respect 
of that language for second language lcarjcrs. * 

The methods and conclusions of -such morpheme studies Have been 
criticized (cf. S. Devitt's paper in this series, 'Creativity and 
input" in second language acquisition'). It is, nevertheless, , 
interesting to note that, where adult second language learners 
were tested, the resultant accuracy hierarchy (which was claimed to 
reflect order of acquisition) was the same as for children leafning 
the same language as a second language (see e.g. Bailey, Madden 
and Krashcn 1974; Fathman 1975; Krashcn, Sferlazza, Feldman and 
Fathroan 1976; LarsWFreertan* 1976). At least some researchers 
find such results significant: 

V 

These results provide strong evidence* that the onset of 
puberty- does not bring about an abrupt modification in the 
process of language learning but that the adult uses * 
basically the same strategies as the child, ig. spite of a 
great deal more experience with language. • 

(McLaughlin 1978, p. 70]J 
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* . An earlier investigation conducted by Braine into pattern- 

learning procedures which may be of relevance to language 
learning had led his to simitar, conclusion*: 

... the pattern-ieaming meeCaniams of these two types 
of subjects [young adults and nirie-year-old children] A 
seen, to be rather similar for the kind of procedure .and > 
learning material used. 4 

(Braine 1971a, p. 162, note 3) 

Some studies (e.g. , Hale and Budar 1970; Fathman 1975) 
indicate chat for younger learners instruction in the, target 
language is less important than contact with ^the target language 
group, whereas in -a series. of studies carried out by Stephen * 
' Krashen and others at Queens College, City University of^New 

* York (reporte'd in Krashen 1976) the general finding was that 

♦for adults the number of years of formal instruction in the 
' ' , langusge *as a better predictor of proficiency thai? the nusber 

of y^ars of exposure to and use of the language. From these 
\ contrasting results Krashen argues (e.g., 1976) that whilst 

children* given a suitable environment, acquire a second language 
. K subconsciously and' inevitably, adults, as well as having access 

to this subconscious .acquisition process, also learn the target 
* . langusge consciously, and can thus make better use of formal 

instruction. 

, The limits ot any, hypothesis which can legitimately be 

based on the studies mentioned above need to be recognized. 
John Schumann comments: 

,< ...it must be clearly understood that these studies , 
% *' indicate only that the instruction helps* adults to 

learn second languages. They do not demonstrate that 
instruction is necessary for adult second language » 
learning', nor do they suggest that instruct ion* is 
^ sufficient for adult acquisition. 

(I978 t p.103) 
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There is also the question of the results of some earfier 
studies, which suggest that language instruction is leoa effective 
for adult students than the use of language in other activities 
(see, e.g., Upshur/1968; Mason 1971). Moreover, some doubt is 
cast upon the postulated subconscious nature of children's 
acquisition of second languages by some data adduced by Evelyn 
Hatch (1978), which indicate that quite young children in a 
second language environment are often all too painfully aware of 
the ^language learning process they are involved in. In short, it 
would be premature to conclude that there is a firm qualitative 1 
distinction to be drawn between the respective ways in which 
"children and adults master a second language. 



Theories 



As we have seen, the assumption that children are more *? 

efficient second language learners than adults is not, in fact, 

supported by much that could-be described as scientific evidence. 

> . ** 

With the exception of the findings of ^research on the acquisition 

of , authentic accents, most of the evidence seems to suggest quite 
the opposite. 

'i „ - 

To be fair, it would probably be unwise to dismiss out of 
hand the wealth of anecdotal and impressionistic data adduced in 
support of the idea that children are advantaged in this area. 
Moreover, it may be significant that, at least on the question of 
accents i there is some convergence between folklore and science. 
I-n any case, whatever its* scientific foundation, the^ov^-stated 
assumption has underlain, and continues to underlie, much, of the 
thinking of theorists in the field of second language acquisition. 
Some of the fruits of their theorizing are outline d'below. 
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I. Imprinting " 

It Is perhaps misleading to include the 'imprinting 1 
hypothesis under * the heading ' theories' , since the said hypothesis 
is really no more than an interesting speculation oa a possible, 
analogy between language acquisition and aspects of the 
maturation of certain non-human animals. The term 'Imprinting 1 
refers to the way in which certain aspects of animal behaviour 
are acquired during a 'critical period 1 of sometimes quite short 
duration. For example, a deckling learns to follow its mother 
during a critical time just after hatching. If during this time*' m 
the mother is absent and some ether object, animal or person* is 
present, the infant bird will 'imprint' and thereafter follow 
that object, animal or person in preference to its mot 



nother.-Vlt 
ity may be 



has been suggested that the language learning capacit 

likewise 'keenly operative during some yet to be, discovered 
P 

critical period 4n the early development of humans' (Asher and 
Garcia 1969, p. 335), 



Although this proposal is merely speculative, it does bear 
a resemblance to the more highly-developed maturatiooal % 
hypotheses which form the basis o&much of the following 
discussion. ' ' \ * 1 

2* Lateralization and cerebral plasticity 



Since the 1860's, neurologists have noted a connexion 
between* lesion* of the left hemisphere of the brain and speech „ 
disturbance, arfe haye concluded that language functions in the 
brain are generalYv lateralized to the left. On the basis of 
certain exceptions to this tendency, it has also been hypothesized 
that in the case of the left-handed it is the right cerebral 
hemisphere which is dominant for language. 



20 



William Penfield and Laroaf* Roberts , after analyzing the ^ 

.literature, as well as the case-histories oC their own patien.s, 

were able to concur wich the^former Irpothts 1 v, :t >not with tfv- 

latter: ' * , 

* % * 

It seems clear that the left hemisphere . ffinanc 

for speech, regardless of handedness. The reason/ vy ih( 
tight hemisphere is sometimes dominant for speech lectins 
unclear, but it is not related solely to hande-Suf s.t { 

' (Penfield and Robert? 1959, p.lo2) 

They went on to discuss some differences between chiidr?* and 
adults in the matter of transferring speech functions fx*- cne^ 
hemisphere to the other after injury*, They pointed out that, 
-children were normally able to .re-leam language when injury or 
disease damaged speech areas in the dominant hemisphere whereas 
speech recovery in adults was much more problematic, and that 
whereas in young, children the speech-mechanism was. frequently 
transferred with complete success from the injured dominant 
hemisphere to the heal'thy minor hemisphere, such transfers did not 
seem to occur in the case of adults (p»240)» 

"1 

Their conclusion was 



*thnt for the purposes of learning languages, the human 
brain becomes progressively s-tiff and rigid aft^r the age 
of nine. m 4 % 

(p. 236) 



and that 



j 



when languages**! re taken up for the first time in the 
econd decade of life, it is difficult. . .to achieve ,a 
good result. It is difficult because it is unphysio- 
logical . 



(^255) 
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Penfield also attached significance to the fact^that 
electrical stimulation of the brain during an operation will 
sometimes 'cause the patient to re-experience the past' ^ 
(Penfield 1958, p. 34). He concluded: / \ 

■ : / 9 • • • v v J 

There is within the brain a ganglionic record of past 
experience which .preserves the individual's current 
^ perceptions in astonishing detail. This record, one* may 
assume, is to serve some subsequent purpose, * 

(Penfield 1958, pp. 34-35) 

The relevance of this 'ganglionic record' to language learning 
was, he believed, that early experience *fef^ second language 
would .never be wasted. As exatsples, he cited the cases* of his 
own children : # * • 

• Our two younger children heard only German in tire -nursery 
from the ages of 6 months and 18 months onwar^ because 
.they had a German governess. Even their parents talked 
German with them, to the best of their ability* when they 
entered the nursery. At tfrt; ages of 3.and 4 they entered 
a French nursery school.^ From* tfieir parents and others 
outside the school and outside the Nursery they began to 
hear English gradually... After 2 years f n the French 
nursery school they entered a regular English school... 
In .English school too many years elapsed before French 
and German were presented to t)iem as regular secondary, 
languages. But, nevertheless, they found the work easy 
and their accents were good. Hidden away 5 in the brain* 
of*each.were the speech unit* of all three languages 
waiting to be employed in the expansion of * vocabulary 
which normally takes place in later school-years. 

/ (Penfield and Roberts 1959, pp. 254-255) 



*• Christophi rsen, for oy, is sceptical about jjhis inference, 
anil indeed about the 'ganglionic record of past experience' 
^ener^ly. # \^ 

After all Penfield's patients needed prodding within • 
electric wire during an operation before their early 
memories returned. Ani^he return was entirely random. r. 
It should be noted, tod;. that Pen/icld's patients were 
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suffering from epilepsy, and we cannot be sure .tha#a healthy 
brain would react in a similar manner... ) ve are not even 
sure .that the ^alleged early memories were true memoriei. 

(Christopherserv 19?3 # p,49) 

\ ' • \ . 

. With regard to the claim that adults find second language * 
learning difficult because it is Minphysio logical', Leonard Newmark 
arid David Reibel have commented: I * 

-> • / • • 1 , , - 

* ~..\ if It is 'unphysiological' for an adult brain to. learn a" 
new language j" how are we to account for the fact that it is 
possible at all? What court an 'unphysiological* mectlanism 
v be that would explain language learning in adults? In fact, 
many adult learners Ho learn new languages very well. What 
is usually taken as evidence against their, ability to learn 
as a child learns is the £act tha't they speak the new 
la'qguage vith an accent. But our point is that they do 
learn to speak it, and that the amount of skill they often 
acquire far exceeds the amount of skill they do not seem to 
acquire. The neurophysiologies! evidence may be used to 
. - argue tlsat adults are quantitatively inferidr to children 
\ as language learners: it cannot be used to argue that tney 
are qualitatively different kinds of learners. 

> (Newmark and Reibel 1968, pp. 154-155) 



Penficld ^certainly ( adpittc4 that it was tnot impossible 9 for 
adults* to learn a second language '(Penfield antf Roberts 4959, p. 225) 
In fatt,' he actually undermined his own case in the course of a 
pns*.Mf*i* inpraisp^of the Pi rrct Method; 

x r * & 

The direct -method of learning language can succeed at an 
older age even after/nine years - an<J adults can, of 
course, learn by it. The sUccess of the Berlitz method 
is evidence of this. Some, adults do quite well. 

• (Penfield and Roberts 1959, p. 24) 

As an example of an adult learner who, through .direct contact with 
native-speakers, became 'a master* of his target language, Penfield 
mentioned Joseph Conrad. How the success of the Berlitz Method 
and Joseph Conrad's English arc to he squared with the supposedly * 
'unphysiological 1 character of adult^second language learning is . 
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not entirely cleer. 



Probably the b«it know trtctne nl of neturational f tctort j 
in ltftgutge Iteming it thtt of E. H. Lenneberg. According to 
Lenneberg, there ore good rettont for tutpectiug the prtttnet 
of*'biologictl endowments in in thtt take the human for* of 
connunicttiom uniquely, pottiblt for our tptcitt' (Unntbtrg 1964 9 
rtprint p. 32)-* Thett rtuou ftll under five general heedings: 



(ct) Ariatomic end phytiologlc correletei 

There it inc retting evidence thet verbal bebevior it 

# % rtlated to a grttt number 'of morphological and 

functional epe citlixttione. ..end. • .itntory and cognitive 

* . tptci4i««tiont prerequisite for language* 

(b) Development el- tchtdult 

The onset of speech it to extremely reguler phenomenon 
appetring tt t ctrttin time .in the child 1 • physics} 
development and following affixed ttqutnet of eventt... 

(o) Difficulty in tupprtttlng language 

The ability to lecrn language* it to deeply rooted in 
■an thet children learn it even in the fece of Iramttic 
handicaps. ' 

• 4 

(d) Langutte cannot be fceutht 

* . o " " 

There it no evidence thtt* any non-human form bat the 
capacity to acquire even the most primitive stages of 
*» language development. 

w • 
(tt) Langutgt unlvtrttlt 

Although language f tad lie* ere to different* one from 
the other* thet we cannot find any hiatorical connexion 
between them/ every language t without exception; it 
bated on the tame mivtnaL prinoiplss of semantics, 
. syntax and phonology* . 

w (lSnmehtrg I HA. reprint pp. 3 2-33) 

Lenneberg alto suggests* thet the batit for the language 
capacity* might he transmitted fanatically, lit evidence f<,r^ 
thit ewgmtf tiem rclatct tt 'familial occurrence of lamgntge 
disabilities/ 'chrotmemual abmormelity aaettieted with vtrying 
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degrees of cental retardation and a striking failure of speech 
development' , and 'an inherited error of metabolism producing a 
disease known as histidincmia vhich has iu its wake a very high 
incidence of specific disturbance of language development 1 (1964, 
reprint pp. 37-39). * j 

Lenneberg further claimed that language capacity was 
independent of such general properties as ^intelligence' and brain 
weight. He cited experimental a observational evidence 
indicating that 'grossly defective Intelligence need not implicate 
^ language; nor docs the absence of language necessarily lower 
cognitive skills' (1964, reprint pp. 39-42)," and pointed out that* 
nanocephaly dwarfs, whose 'head circumference and estimated brain 
weight barely exceed those of a newborn infant ,. ..all. . .acouire the 
rudiments of language, including speaking and understanding, and 
the majority master the verbal skills as well as a normal five- 
year-old child' <L964, reprint pp. 43-44). 

A major feature of Lenncbcrg's 'biological perspective' is 
his contention 'that the appearance of language is primarily 
dependent upon the raaturational development of states of readiness 
within the child' (Lenneberg 1967, p. 142). In support of his view, 
he referred to the way in which speech develops, in the normal child; 



The onset of speech consists of a gradual unfolding of « 
capacities;* it is a series of generally well-cYrcumscribcd 
^f^cnts^hjlch^ take place between 'the second and tliivd year 
• pT I i f e f ' CeYta in impo r tan t sp cc ch »i l es toneV lire re ached 
Vet WAV^e^fe W aV^^rai^iy^c^sTft^^rono- 
«1 optical* age. *Jusr as impressi-ve^is ^the' ageHonstahcy is 
the reaArkable synchronization of speech milestones with 
vl" • raotor-de'velopmental milestones*.. * * 

(1967, p. 127) 

a*4 not«d she fact that this speech/motqr-developaenj.al synchrony 
i*»<v&aff4ct*<! by environmental differences such av the, particular 
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language being acquired and the prevailing child-rearing practices 
(1967, pp. 135-139). 

The claim is not, of course, that environmental -contingencies 
play no role in language acquisition, but that the way in which 
environmental stimulation is utilized during a^particular phase 
of development is determined by internal biological factors Of 
especial interest for the question of second language learning 
is Lenneberg 1 * view that these biological factors impose age > 
limitations on language acquisition; 

/There is evidence that" the primary acquisition of language 
is predicated upon a certain developmental stage which is f 
quickly outgrown at .the age of|puberty. \ 

. (1967, p. 142) 

According to Lenneberg, then, there is a 'critical period 1 for 
language acquisition between the onset of language around the age 
of two and the decay of language readiness at puberty* 

* The main plank of Lenneberg 1 s argument? - to which we shall 
* return - has to do with t^e lateralization of language functions 
in the brain. However, he also cited (1967, pp. 154-155) evidence 
with no specific bearing on the lateralization hypothesis; this 
concerned language development in the retarded and the effect of 
sudden deafness on language at various ages. In a three year 
observational study of fifty-four mongoloids (Lenneberg, Nicholas 
and Rosenberger 1964), Lenneberg and his collaborators had been 
able to record \> ro S re8t *- n language development only in children 
younger than fourteen years. This was taken by Lenneberg to 
constitute support for the view that the 'critical* period 1 for 
language-learning, ends around puberty. He apparently did not 
take account of the fact that the study in question was of 
abnorml language development the relevance of which to normal 
language development was not beyond doubt. His evidence from 



9 

ERIC 



27 



26 



Imraafr^MfeMt, again based on his own observations, suRRMtcd 
that Aertfi- children -deafened before- the age of two we're no' nore 
easily trained in language ski Us than .the congenital Iy deaf, those 
who lost their hearing after having been exposed - even for a short 
"time - to the experience of language subsequent to the completion 
of their second year were much easier to train. Lenneberg inter- 
preted this 4s indicating that the 'critical period' was to be ' 
seen as beginning around the age of two years. 

The connexion between the 'critical period' and lateralization 
as proposed by Lenneberg (1967, pp. 142-153) is succinctly 
summarized by HcLaughlio as follows: 

cerphr!i' 8 / C - ie,ied thc evi * en « for the phenomenon of 
cerebral dominance and concluded that in childnood the 
left henusphere is ordinarily oore directly involved in 

right hcoispnere is ^ofCpassive with respect to verbal 
communication. As the child grows older, however, the 
two hemispheres become increasingly specialized for 
function,. and eventually, „ith thc completion of 
lateralization, the. polarization of function between 
to *J B ?.E g l,C 1 " kcS placc ' ^"Placing language entirely 
to the left and certain other functions predominantly 
"f C " a »«i°n^J.rs in either hemisphere . 

during childhood, this pola^ffation cannot take place, 
and th* language function - together with ofter 
tunctions - persists in the unharmed hemisphere. 

^(McLaughlin 1978, p. 49) 
4 x 
Usipg L. W. Basser's (1962) survey of tne literature Lenneberg 
cited two kinds of evidence in support of his view that . 
lateralization was complete by puberty: data from unilateral 
brain damage and data from hemispherectoraies. He claimed that 
the former indicated that injuries to the right hemisphere caused 
more language disturbance in children than in adults, whilst the 
latter suggested (cf. the conclusion of Penfield and Roberts 
referred to above) tna t children were able completely to transfer 
thc speech function to the less dominant hemisphere whereas ^dults 



28 



27 



were not, Time limitations for language acquisition were thus 
linked by Lenneberg to 'the far-reaching plasticity of the human 
brain (or lack of cortical specialization) with respect to 
language .during the early years of life 1 (Lenneberg 1967,* p. 154) . 

Lenneberg contended -that cortical specialization and hence 
the loss of cerebral plasticity Tiad deleterious effects on post' 
pubic second language learning: 

' »~* * 

Most individuals of average intelligence are able to learn 
a second language after the beginning 0 f their second 
decade, although the incidence of 'ltnguage-learning-b locks' 
rapidly increases after puberty. Also automatic acquisition 
from mere exposure to a given language seems tv disappear 
after this age, and foreign languages have to be taught 
and learned through a conscious and labored effort. 
Foreign accents cannot be overcome easily after puberty. 
However, a person can learn to communicate in a foreign 
§ language at the age of forty. This does not trouble our 
basic hypothesis on age limitations because we may assume 
that the cerebral organization for language learning as 
such has taken place during childhood, and since natural 
ft languages^ tend to resemble one another in many fundamental 
aspects..., the matrix for language stills is present. " 

(Lenneberg 1967, p. 176) 

o 

Such sweeping statements about a post-pubic fall-off in the 
♦capacity to acquire a second language must be treated with caution. 
They seem to be based on personal impressions rather than hard 
evidence; indeed, only in the case of 'foreign accents 1 does the 
currently available evidence offer any real support to Lenneberg's 
position. . * 

* i 

The above-quoted passage is reminiscent of Penfield's 
suggestion that second language learning in adulthood is 'unphysior 
logical 1 , • so that Kewaark and Reibel's critique of that suggestion 
(see above, p. 22) would appear to apply. Lenneberg attempts to 
dodge such criticism by claiming that primary language acquisition 
in childhood provides a basis for a degree of second language 
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learning in adulthood thanks tq^inguistic univcrsals ('natural 
languages tend to resemble^one another in many" fundamental 
aspects'), This can hardly be taken seriously, however. 
A command of these 'fundamental aspects' would fall. very far 
short of enabling one to 'communicate in a foreign language'. 

Actually, the whole question of the maturation of the brain 
and language acquisition has become highly controversial. There 
have been numerous challenges to Lenncberg's thesis. Krashen 
(1973, p. 65) reanalyzed the data cited by Uenneberg from Basser, 
and pointed out thaf'in all cases of injury to^ the right hemi- 
sphere resulting, in speech disturbance, the lesion was incurred 
before five'. He further n6ted that 'studies that include \ 
description of children injured after five indicate" that 
the effects of right lesions in older children is the same as in 
adults'. ,Hc was thus led to advance the hypothesis 'that 
lateralization is established around age five'. His review of the 
evidence concerning the^ ability of the minor hemisphere to take 
over the language function when the dominant hemisphere is disabled 
confirmed him in this conclusion. 

Actual data on transfer (of the language function) indicates 
that perfect transfer is definitely possible before five... 
Lcnneberg (1967 : 152) notes that Basser's cases were injured 
before teens" and uses this data as evidence that transfer { 
is possible just up to puberty. Again, in all cases, the 
lesion was ^incurred before five. -For lesions incuncd 
during adulthood, coropldtc^transfer has not yet been 
• reported. . . * 

* ' (p. 67) 

{ 

Marcel Kinsbournc (see, e.g., Kinsbournc 1975; Kinsbournc and 
Hiscock 1977) is sceptical about the whole notion of progressive 
lateralization: ' 



...the concept that, in the course of maturation, the area 
of the brain involved with a given function progressively 
shrinks is a curious one, for whUh there is no model whatever 
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in the neurophys io logical literature for any species. 

(Kinsbourne 1975, p. 245) 

■ x 
He is critical of the data used by Lenneberg'to justify his claia 

that for children damage to i : ther side*of the brain is likely to 
cause aphasia, in particula he calls into question. the trust- 
worthiness and the represen Iveness of the case material, the 
reliability of the evidence cited for lateralised lesion and 
aphasia, and the logic of the inferences drawn. On the 
reliability of the evidence, for example, he has this to say: 



In order to bear -on the question of right-hemisphere 
damage, the clinician who reports the case must show* 
two things! f) that tfie. right hemisphere was selectively 
damaged, and 2) that language was thereby affected. " 
, Cases in the literature fall short on both these counts. 
It is at the beat of times difficult to establish - 
lateralization of brain damage in the absence of autopsy 
evidence or at least highly sophisticated neuroradiological 
or direct neurological evidence. In fact, Lenneberg's 
reported cases come nowhere near meeting adequate criteria 
for drawing such conclusions. • • The evidence. . .that 
language was indeed interrupted is equally fragile. In 
no cases are the results of speech, and language" testing 
t reported, nor indeed is much heed paid to anything other 
than speech output. Usually the report amounts to no 
more than the observation that the child was not speaking 
to the clinician. ^ - 

(Kinsbourne i 1975, pp. 245-^46) 

In his view, Lenneberg's data accord only with the weaker claim 
that the younger brain is. more adaptable, better able to transfer 
particular functions from one hemisphere to the other; 



...if children really do recover more quickly from aphasia, 
this does not necessarily indicate that in children the 
right hemisphere is more involved in ongoing language 
control than it is in, adults. It -merely illustrates the 
greater plasticity of the less mature organism as it 
compensates for, functional loss due to damage..* 

OUnsbourae and Hiscock 1977, p. 174) 
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As Kinsbourne and Hiscock illustrate (pp. 176-188), a great 
deal of recent evidence suggests that the lateralization of language 
functions is established much earlier than Lenneberg and indeed 
Krashen supposed. Much of this^tvidence comes from f dichotic ^ 
listening 1 tests, in which a different stimulus is delivered \ 
simultaneously to each of the subject's ears. Since it is known 
that information from each ear passes primarily to the contralateral 
hemisphere, from an advantage discovered for a particular ear for ^ 
• particular stimulus it can be deduced that information from that 
stimulus is .protested in the hemisphere opposite. Now, many 
dichotic experiments (e.g., Bcvcr 1971; Gilbert and Climan f974; 
Ingram 1975) yield a right ear advantage for verbal material in 
children as young as two and three. The results of studies 
conducted by Kinsbourne himself and his associates, involving 
dichotic and o*ther techniques, (reported in Kinsbourne and Hiscock 
*1$77, pp. 177-186) point in the same direction; laterality or 
asymmetry of function is detectable from a very early age. 

Asymmetries are seen in children as young as 3 years, 
and the asymmetries remain relatively constant until * 
age 13. • » 

/ ' . (Kinsbourne and Hiscock 1977, p. 186) 

In fact, evidence from Experiments with infants suggests that 
lateralization may precede the onset of language. For example, 
Dennis Molfesc .(1977) reports that in an experiment testing, the 
auditory evoked potential - 'the very gross response of a large 
population of neurons to the presentation of a stimulus' (p. 21) - ^ 
in the left and right temporal area of infants (mean age 5-8 
months), children (mean age 6.0 years) and adults (mean age 24 
years,) : 

Indications of differential hemispheric responding -were 
present, not only in the response of the adults but in 
those of the infants and children as well. In fact, an 
analysis of variance revealed that the degree of laterality 
in the infants was actually greater than that of the adults 



32 : 



31 



for both the ipetch «nd noniptcch «tiauli. 

(p.23) 

The general pattern for all subjects was that for nonapeech 

u . . ^ • . - _ 

stimuli there was a greater right hemisphere response and for * 

speech stimuli « greater left hemisphere response (cf. Kolfese, 

FreeMn and Palermo 1975). 

\ ♦ 

A similar asymmetry was revealed by a dichotic listening 
test using music and speech aa stimuli which vaa administered 
to 48 infants (Entus 1977^: „ - ■ 

■ * 
In the speech experiment , 34 of 48 infants (71Z) showed a 
right-ear superior icy; and in the music experiment, 38 of 
48 infants '(79%) shoved a left-ear superiority. 

♦ (p.68) 1 

These results indicate that infants between the ages of 22 
and 140 days display the typical adult pattern of lateral 
asymmetry for dichotically presented speech and non-speech 
* stimuli. Functional asymmetries thus appear to be present 
at a very early age, possibly even at birth. One conclusion 
to be drawn from this is that the equipotentiality of the 
infant brain, whereby one side can readily take over the 
functions of the other, must be attributed to plasticity, 
rather than to a lack of hemispheric specialisation. 

* (P.71) 

\ 

There is some counter-evidence to this view from scores on 
IQ tests. For instance Bryan Woods (1980) tested the Performance 
and Verbal IQ^of 50 patients who had sustained unilateral non- 
progressive lesions during infancy or childhood. He regards J 'his 
results as supporting the hypothesis that lateralization develops 
with age: 



* ...perinatal lesions of the right hemisphere lover Verbal IQ 
ratings, whereas childhood lesions of the right. hemisphere 
do not affect the verbal ratings. This more limited effect 
of 'later 1 right-hemisphere lesions is found even with 
damage incurred early in the 'first decade* It ia compatible 
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vith the hypothesis that after very early unilateral 
lesions both sides of the brsin have the potential for 
a widespread functional reorganization, but thft this 
* potential i$ gradually restricted in extent, particularly 
, as regards the effects of right hemisphere lesions on 
lef t-htsu sphere functions, as measured by Verbal IQ. 

* (p.69) 

It has to be said that the reliability of IQ tests in 

predicting language impairments it* questionable since, as Maureen 

Dennis and Harry Whitakec point out, such tests do not directly 

measure knowledge of language structure (1977, p. 99). However, 

Dennis and Whi taker themselves, after reviewing research dating 

back to, 1868, and dn the light of a study of. their own of three 

* \* • ■ 
qhildren who had undergone hemispherecnomy, conclude: 

Hemisphere equipotentiaiity does sppcar to make an untenable % 
supposition about the brain because it neither explains nor - 
predicts at least two facts about language - that the two 
perinatal hemispheres arc not equslly at risk for language 
delay or disorder and that they are ~t>t equivalent substrates 
for language acquisition. 

-(p.103) ' 

An interesting compromise theory is t^jat the brain is already 
as symmetrically organized in infancy, but that further lateralization 
occurs subsequently? Morris Moscovitch takes this line, arguing 
(1977, pp. 206-207) that ihe evidence which 'favors *>thc notion that 
hemispheric differences in structure and function are, apparent very 
early in development' does not necessarily point to the conclusion 
that 'lateralization is complete at this stage'. His view 

is that, whereas the lateralization of certain 'low-level' functions 
of a phonetic and/or phonological character may be 'complete by 
the first year o* life 1 , the sensorimotor cognitive structures 
underlying the child's early use of syntsx and semantics may be 
/'represented in both hemispheres', in which case 'his meaningful 
linguistic utterances will be mediated by both hemispheres"/ although 
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perhaps not to tht same degree' • Ht suggests tbst 'language 
becoaes aore strongly lateralized to the left hemisphere* as tht 
child's linguistic and cognitive skills develop.. 

Sandra Witelson (1977^ p. 269) adopts a similar kind of 
position: 



Tefrteaisphere^ep^ — 

birth, . .but this does not necessarily mean that it 
remains unchanged from infancy to senescence. 

4 * 0 0 , 

N 

She takes the view that lateralization continues through child- 
hood as a 'secondary manifestation of cognitive development 9 : 

• ••as a cognitive function develops which requires the 
» type of processing for which the left hemisphere is 
specialized, then that, cognitive function and any tasks 
dependent on such functions will be processed* more by 
the left than the right hemisphere. 

Evidence, in support of the view that the right hemisphere 
at some stage participates in, or at least has the latent ability 
to participate in, the processing of language comes from studies 
of split-brain patient/: 

In th<«xr studies of split-brain patients (patients^ whose 
cerebral commissures had been sectioned to prevent / * 

epileptic discharges from spreading froa one hemisphere 
to the other), Sperry and his associates found that * 
certain basic linguistic abilities are reflected equally 
in both the dominant and nondominant hemispheres* in 
these studies, (e.g., .Sperry t Gazzaniga,~1967; Sperry, 
Gazzaniga, t Bogen, 1969; Cazzaniga, 1970) split-brain 
patients were tested for miner-hemisphere speech 
comprehension by being asked to retrieve unseen objects 
or carry out coaaands with the left hand. Since 
information froa the .fingers is projected on the contra- 
lateral hemisphere, such tests provide information about 
minor (right) hemispheric functioning. Similarly,, a 
series of words was presented tachistoscopically to the 
*minor hemiephere, and subjects had to indicate with the 
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left hand when the written word matched a spoken word* 

(McUugMin 1978, p. 51) 

What this appears to show is that, although the dominant hemisphere 
has a clear superiority in terms of verbal abilities, the minor* 
hemisphere is- nevertheless capable of certain kinds of linguistic 
processing. Some reaction time studies with normal subjects 
(Moscovitch 1973) also indicate that the minor hemisphere can 
perform adequately on verbal tasks that are relatively memory free. 
A Strict lateralization model' which would restrict nil language 
functions to ^the dominant hemisphere, would seem, therefore, to ' 
be ruled out. 

One of Molfese's experiments also yielded results indicating 
developmental differences in hemispheric functioning. In this 
study (1977, pp. 29-33) he measured the auditory evoked potential 
of six adults and eight neonates in response to a speech syllable 
into which, after fifteen repetitions, a voicing change was 
introduced which crossed the phoneme boundary., In five of the 
six adults the response came from the le'ft hemisphere, whereas in 
the six infants in whom a response was registered both hemispheres* 
responded in the same canner. This is taken by Molfese to suggest 
'differences in hemispheric responding between neonates and 
adults' % 

i \ 

Although some mechanisms may be present at birth that 
\ enable the neonate to detect certain acoustic changes, 
further hemispheric development and linguistic exposure 
may be necessary before the neonate's responses are 
comparable to these of adults. * 

(P. 33) 

Some vcrv recent findings appear to show that certain very 
specific language functions are peivxmently subserved by the"* 
right hemisphere. Eliot Ross (1980), having systematically ' 
examined patients with focaUdanage to the right hemisphcie for 
disorders of prosooy, comes" to the conclusion that the prosodic 
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^elements of language are a dominant feature of the right hemisphere 
and 'that the , functional-anatomic organisation of prosody in the' 
i r ?* h . t b **i f P°« r * mirrors 'the organisation of 'prepositional , * 
language' in the left hemisphere, - . • 

Finally on the question of lateralixation and brain 
plasticity, mention should be made of Herbert Seliger's 'multiple 
critical periods hypothesis' (Scliger 1978). Like Moscovitch 

and W i tel *on^aUger^c<spts-th+-avldence~of ffiery-early * 

lateralization, but believes that lateralixation is nevertheless « 
* continuing .process. He quotes evidence from three studies in. 
support of this hypothesis - Alajouanine and L'hermitte«-1965; 
Brovn and Jaffa 197S; Brown and'HCcaen 1976, • 

Alajouanine and L'hermitte fo^pd that similar cerebral 
lesions caused a phasic disorders which differed according to 
whether the injury was sustained by an adult or a child, and 
^according to the age of the children. Brown and Jaffa* found not 
otfty that 'different age groups exhibited different "aphasias, but 
alao that when the lesion was in the same area of the brain, 

types of aphaaia ringed from general and widespread dysfunction 

t 

at younger agea^of onset to more specific types of dysfunction 
, in later life. 



To Brown and Jaffa this indicates that there is a 
continuing process of special ikation which is revealed 
• by the type of aphaaia. In -other words, „in the case of * 
\ the child, no matter where thai damage occurs, the 

disturbance to language will be much the same* In the 
41 case of the adult, the type of disturbance depends on 

where the lesion occurs* ^ 

w (Seliger 1978, p.15) 

Brown and Hlcaen found that anomalous* dextcals (right- 
handers who were mixed dominant or not clearly left-lateralixed) 
and about 30X, of left-handers showed similar aphasia profiles to 
those of aphaaic children. They concluded that these abnormal 
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groups were childlike in tht sense' thet chair language 
labialisation, a% indicated by thtir aphasia' type*, represented / 
•* kind of arrest at the childhood stage' (grown and Heceen 1976, 
p.lW). 



Fron thasa findings Seliger argues that, just as each type 
of aphasia is determined by* the state of the' local itation process 
at the soetfit of brain damage, so the acquirability of a particular 
aspect of language at a particular tine say depend, on the state of 
that save process. In other words * there say be e different f ins- 
table for the acquisition gi different aspects of language, thia 
timetable depending on the state, of- remaining plasticity in the 
brain. This would explain, says Seliger, why "en authentic accen( 
^ in a second language is not usually acquirable beyond puberty, 
whereas for example*, syntactic skills are acquirable much leter 
in life. The evidence about the localisation process being 
arrested in anomalous dextrals end sons sinistrsla is take* by 
Seliges to indicate thet these populations aeinUin the state of 
plasticity necessary for certain kinds of ecquisition fer beyond 
whet would be found in the nomel population of right-handers. 
He proposes ithis latter hypothesis ss en explanation for the feet 
thet certain adult leerncrs succeed in ecquiring such subsystem* 
*s the phonology and phonetics of a second lsnguage, whilst the 
majority do not (cf. above, pp.*-5). 

Cleerly, the debate about language, literal ixation and 
•cerebral plasticity will continue. However, even at our present 
state of knowledge we are probably .entitled to make the following 
observations: 



! 



(1) Any hypothesis which postulates e gradual shift from en 

absence o£ hemispheric specielisation to hemispheric 

. asymmetry in respect of language functions seems no longer 
*■ * * • 

to be tenable, since some degree of lateralization has been 

found to precede the onset of language. 
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(2) 0» tilt evidence, an'exactly contrary position, wtjich 
would rule out the participation of tht ainor hemisphere 

in language procos • lag at any stage, would alio ba untenable. 

(3) thoaa theories which appear to accord bait with tht evidence* 
aeauae that ctrtbral aay»*etry for language function, tx iste 
froei infancy* but pot tuXatt an increasing specialisation 
{i.e. decreasing plaaticity) of these already lataraliaad 
fubftraui sa tht brain natures. Evidence from second 
language acquifition (and indcid fro* nornal first language 
acquiaition^) imm to bt conaiatcnt with kuch theori.s i*- 
•ofar as, unlika Penfield'a and Lenae|>crg's accounts, they • 
iftply a process which 'continuts through Ufa 1 (Brown and 
Jaffa 1975, p. 108) rather than a dafinita cut-off point; for 

• tha acquisition of all aapacts of languagt (agt nine, 
puberty...),, iht avidanct from tha cast-history of Canit 
alao fiu such thaorias batter than aarliar vereions. 

3* Iho thalamus theory 

t 

lha thalaswa theory, propoundad by Htinx Paul Walt (1976), 
reaenbles Seliger's multiple critical periods hypothasis (sat 
abova, pp.35-36) in postulating diffarant ratas of development 
for araas of tha brain subserving differentMangusge functions. 
It differa fro. thia hypothasia in that vhtr't« Saligar assumes 
a concentration, of languaga functions in tht cortex of a * 
particular cerebral hemisphere (usually tha left hemisphere), 
Welz places ceruin language functions ('grammar' and 'accent') 
in the Untie ayatem (i.e. tha area surrounding the brain stem), 
•pacifically in tha thalamus. i 1 

VaU'a argument rune* roughly as followa (1976, wflol): 
damage to the ctrtbral cortex produces linjuiatic^^apairaant 
'mita tha exception of grammar and accent'; ainc^greanmr and 
accent are net te red »at an tarty age' and, 'once Mastery is 
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attained, the two reaain virtually uniapaired', these function* 
«re likely to be stated in an organ which is itself 'ready to 
function fully at a very aarly ate* and remains 'relatively 
inviolate*; an organ which fulfils both these criteria is the 
limbic system. 

Other linguistic functions (writing, ^spelling, coaprehending, 
etc\) which are aore vulnerable to impairment are as*u«U by Valx 
to be located elsewheT* - naaely in the cortex. 

0 . ' 

t In other words, the brain functions basically in discrete 
linguistic compartments, and not in terns of a comprehensive 
u*hit, which we call language. So far nobody has yet 
* discovered the mechanism by which the brain turnr the 
components into a synthesis of the final product. 

But basically it means that our linguistic faculties 
probably develop* separately from each other at different 
stages and under different conditions and this will, among 
others, explain vfty a child can pick up the accent of a 
foreign -language without difficulty whereas an adult will 
only do so in exceptional cases x 

(1976, p. 104) 

The difficulty with this theory is that it predicts that the 
critical period for the acquisition of accent and grammar will 
end beforythe age of five, since, 'the Limbic System is almost 
fully developed at the age of about four* (Walz 1976, p. 101). 
This prediction is not borne out by the evidence. If there is a 
critical period for accent acquisition, it would appear to 
tcrcainate around puberty, and as far as the acquirabllity of 
.grasoar i$ concerned, there is no real evidence of any cut-off 
point. Furthermore, as Ekstrand points out (1980), other neuro- 
logical findings suggest that thalamic language function's arc 
very primitive, and that language functions are, in fact, pre- 
dominantly processed by cortical areas. 
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, 4. The cognitive developmental hypothesis 

Sooe researchers, notably Stephen Krashen and Ellen Rosanalcy 
have clung on to the notion that puberty narks the end of the 
critical period of language acquisition in general - almost 
despite the evidence. Krashen (1975) in what is arguably a 
rather selective review of research findings, claimed: 

The evidence cited here in general supporta the 
existence of the critical period... 

(p. 219; italic* added) 

The force of this statement is undermined somewhat by the 
qualifications that follow; 

* * 

The effects of puberty on language learning, however, nay 
not be "entirely devastating. The adult LAD [language 
acquisition device] still functions in some cays similar 
to those of the prepuberty learner, as evidenced by the 
occurrence of overgeneraliration errors and the Bailey 
et al.^result of invariant- difficulty of function words 
in learners of English as a second language. When certain 
crucial elements of formal instruction are made available 
to the adult, his LAD is apparently able to function* at 
# least in sooe ways not dissimilar to the child's* 

(p.219) 

K * 

6n the basis of a reanalylis of clinical data, Krashen had 
earlier (1973; see above, p. 28) thrown doubt on Leimeberg's 
hypothesis that the critical period coincided with the. process N 
of lateralization, and had concluded that this process was 
complete at around five. He also noted (1975, p. 219) the 
evidence that cerebral dominance had been detected in infants* 
The question he then posed was: if lateralization is not the 
basis for the critical period, what is? Rosansky (1975) 
followed a similar route; she alao found persuasive the evidence 
against the hypothesis that lateralization continued until 
puberty, but placed her trust in the widespread •solemn belief 
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in a critical period for language acquisition vhich ends around 
puberty' and in the 'anecdotal evidenre and the personal experience 
of ESL teachers and researchers' vhich 'tell us that children, 
learn second languages with greater facility and with better 
accents than do adults' (Rosansky 1975, p. 94)^. 

Krashen and Rosansky both found a possible basis for the close 
of the critical period in the work of Jean Piaget and his followers., 
According to Piaget v intelligence develops in an age-related 
aequence of stages. The new oental abilities vhich encrge at 
each of these stages are seen as determining the character and 
Units of what can be learnt during that period., David Elkind 
susxsarizes the Piagetian account of child development as follows: 



The first stage ^n the development of intelligence (usually 
0-2 years) Piaget calls the sensory-motor period and it 
is concerned with the evolution cf those abilities necessary 
to construct and reconstruct objects... The second stage 
(usually 2-7 years), which Piaget calls the p re-operational 
stage, bears witness to the elaboration of the symbolic 
function, chose abilitie which have to do with representing 
things.* The presence of these new abilities is shown by tha • 
gradual acquisition of language, the first indications of : 
dreams and night terrors, the advent of syebolic play... 
and th<» first attempts at drawing and graphic representation... 
at the next stage (usually 7-11 years) the chird acquires 
what Piaget calls concrete operations, internalized actions 
that permit the child to do 'in his head* what before he 
would have had to accomplish through real actions..* During 
the last stage (usually 12 - 15 years) there gradually emerge 
what Piaget calls formal operations and which, in effect, . t 
permit adolescents to think about their thoughts, to construct 
ideals and to reason realistically about the future. Formal 
operations aLso enable young people to reason about contrary- 
to-fact propositions. 

(Elkind 197^, pp. 18-20) 



For Krashen the relevant aspect of formal operations is the^ 
emergence of abstract thinking in the adolescent, the development 
of an interest in general 'systems' or 'theories' rather than od 
hoc solutions (Inheldcr and Piaget 1958, p. 339). Krashen suggested; 
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that this 'general tendency of adolescents co construct theories* 
(Inhelder and Piiget 1958, p. 336) eight inhibit the 'natural' 
and complete acquisition of a second language: # 

...the person who has reached the stage of formal 
operations may have not only the ability but also need 
to construct a conscious theory (a grammar) of , the 
language be is learning.' 



This, according to Kt ashen, might cause the adult to adopt a 
rule-by-rule approach to language learning, and t since it is 
difficult to express all of a natural language in terns of 
isolated rules* might thus limit the adult's access to 
competence in the target language. 

Rosansky's approach involves a more detailed examination of 
the relationship between language acquisition and 'decentration' 
the process by which the development of thought, according to 
Piaget, 'moves froa the egocentric to the sociocentric or from 
the highly personal and idiosyncratic ideas of young children to- 
the socially validated* and tested ideas held by older children 
and adults' (Elkind -1970, p. 34). She apparently accepts the 
Piagetian view that language development is parasitic on general 
cognitive' development: 

* 

language. • .begins to develop at the end of the sensorimotor 
period along side o£\other symbolic functions, th*t is 
other means of abstractly, representing what the child knows. 
From the sensorimotor period the child continues to 
assimilate and accommodate* his cognitive structures to new 
consent. It is presumably during the course of progressive 
cognitive* development with its gradual trend toward 
decentration that. the child is also acquiring new/linguistic 
forma - not as forms to be learned per se, but as vehicles 
for expressing his thoughts. 



(Krashen 1975, p. 220) 



(Rosansky 1975, p.95) 
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Initial language acquisition, on this interpretation, is 
associated with a self-centred, very United perspective: 

...initial language acquisition takes place when the child 
is highly centered. He is not only egocentric at this time, 
but when faced with a problem he can focus (and then only 
fleetingly) on one dimension at a tine. 

(Rosansky 1975, p.96) 

Piagetians claim that at later stages of development there is a 
growing tendency to compare and contrast: 



The awareness of contradictions seems to act as an incentive 
to decentration; the child begins to search for both the 
similarities and the differences between two problems.. • 

(Inhelder and de Zvart 1969, p. 20) 

It is this aspect of decentration that is postulated by Rosansky 

to be deleterious to language acquisition: » 
V. * 

We may speculate that if decentration is somehow inversely 
related to language acquisition ability (the ability to 
extract similarities in generative principles between 2 
languages, in the case of cecond language acquisition), and 
if awareness of contradictions acts »s an incentive to 
decentration, then perhaps what acts as a 'block 1 to language 
learning, is precisely the caxtreness of differences. This 
new consciousness of differences seems to supplant the 
child's previous limitation of being able ro only focus on 
the underlying similarities. ' 

> (Rosansky 1975, p. 98) 

There are a number of problems with the cognitive develop- 
mental perspective on the critical period - not least of which is 
its vagueness. This is aymptomlzed by the fact that Krashen and 
ftbiansk> respectively isolate different aspects of cognitive 
growth as. pertinent to the decline of the language learning 
faculty. For Krashen the operative phenomenon is the theorizing 
tendency of adolescents; for Rosansky it is their new awareness of 




contradictions. Admittedly these two proposals are not 
incompatible » but the variation of emphasis exposes the fact 
that the modalities of the relationship between cognitive 
development and language development have yen to be worked out 
in the Piagetian scheme. 

Schumann (1978) reports the view of Hakuta (1975) as 
follows : ' 

...in order to test the formal operations hypothesis 
empirically, the exact aspects of the second language ^ 
acquisition process that became difficult as a function 
of age would have to be specified. This has yet to be 
done. ' 

(p. 105) 

Significantly, Chomsky's criticism of the Piagetian approach to 
language acquisition in general has a similar basis. For example 

» 

As for Piaget's...Slaim that the facts for which an 
explanation has been offered in terms of a postulated 
genetically determined universal grammar can also be 
explained as the 'necessary' results of constructions 
of sensorimotor intelligence I will only say the obvious: 
The literature contains no evidence or argument to support 
this remarkable factual claim, nor even any explanation 
of what* sense it might* have. 

(Chomsky 1976, p. 17) 

» » 

Nor does the adoption of a Piagetian approach provide an 
escape-route from neurophysiological questions. Piaget certainly 
regards his model of cognitive development as biologically based: 

•..could we not say that... [the appearance of formal 
thought] is a manifestation of cerebral transformations 
due to the maturation of the nervous system and that 
these changes do have a relation, direct or indirect, 
with puberty? Given that in our society the 7-8 year 
old child (with very rare exceptions) cannot handle 
the structures which the 14-15 year old adolescent can 
handle easily, the reason must be' that the child does 
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not possess* a certain number of coordinations whose dates 
of development are determined by stages of maturation. 
In a slightly different perspective, the lattice and group 
structures are probably isomorphic with neurological 
structures... For these reasons, it seems clear that the 
development of formal structures in adolescence is linked * 
to maturation of cerebral structures. 

(InhelJer and'Piaget f958, pp. 336-337) 

K 

Thus the problem of how cerebral structures are linked tb 
language acquisition, remains - but at one remove. 

\ 

Three further difficulties with the Krashen-Rosansky hypothesis 
have to do with its predictions. The fjlrst is aire*! by Krashen 
himself (1975, p. 220). It is this: if, as lenneberg claims (see 
above, p. 25) the linguistic development of some ..mentally retarded 
children ceases at puberty, and if, as Krashen and Rosansky claim, 
the close of the critical period is caused by the onset of formal 
operations, then the implication is that these mentally retarded 
children re^ach the highest stage of cognitive development at 
puberty, i*e. at the same time as unretarded children. 

The second /iifficuttty is that, since the Krashen-Rosansky 
hypothesis claims that success at language learning depends on 
one's stage of cognitive development, It appears to suggest that 
people at roughly the same developmental stage should be more or 
less equally successful language learners. Schumann's findings, 
however, do not bear out this prediction: 

...the results of the Piagetian testing that was done on 
the subjects in our study placed Jorge, Juan and Alberto 
at approximately the same developmental stage. However, 
both Jorge and Juan were considerably more successful 
language learners than.was Alberto. 

(Schumann 1978, p. 105) 
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► Hie third difficulty .is, of course, that the Krashen-Rosansky 
hypothesis predicts or assumes a marked change for the worse in 
overall language learning ability at puberty. As we have seen, 
the evidence for such a change is not overwhelming. 

v 'In addition to its logical aspects, Piafcet's theory of * 
cognitive development also has an affective dimension. The way 
in which. Krashen and Rosansky take sccount of this latter is 
dealt with in the next section, wjiich also covers a number of 
o % ther proposals of an effective-motivational nature. 

5. Affect and motivation 

). 

Apart from the most obvious physiological differences 
between children and their elders, probably what separates these 
groups in the popular mind is a* much a matter -of feeling as of 
thinking. The emotional life of adolescents and adults is widely 
assumed to differ from that of children. A number of researchers 
have invoked this affective difference in their attempts"" to 
explain the putative language learning superiority of children. 

For those taking a,Piagctian line on language learning, • 
such as Rosansky and Krashen, affective factors are inextricably 
bound up with cognitive, development {cf* above): V 

...it is the bias of this writer that. . .[affective and 
cognitive] factors cannot in any meaningful way be divorced 
one f«\>m the other, since it is likely that they interact 
in determining the receptivity of the language learner/ 

\ v 
• (Rosansky 1975, p. 94) 

• * 

^everal scholars have linked the close of the critical 
period to so-called 1 affective variables 1 (Taylor 1974; 
Stevick 1974). It may be the case, however, thst 
certain of these personality changes occurring at puberty 
may theDS^lves be a consequence of formal operations... 
According to Elkind (1970) 'the abiaity to think abstractly 



47 




a characteristic of formal operation, leads the child to 
conceptualize his own thought...' (p. 66)... Another 
consequence, according to Elkind, is that the adolescent can 
now 'conceptualize the thought of other people...* (p. 67). 
Hie adolescent's resulting scl f-consciouSncss , his reluctance 
to reveal himself, his feeling of vulnerability, nay' have a 
great effect on second-language learning. 

(Krashen 1975, pp. 220-221) 

The claim is, in other words, that insofar as the ending of 
the critical period has to do with affect, it is related to ths 
cgoccntrism induced by the* onset of 'formal operations' during 
early adolescence. One possible problem with such a claim is 
that, this period of intense cgoccntrisn is, according to Piagetian 
psychologists, transitory and quite sTio?t-livcd: 

After the appearance of formal operational thought, no new 
mental systems develop and the mental structures of 
adolescence must "serve for the rest- of the life-span. The 
cgoceNfcrisra of early adolescence nonetheless tends to 
diminish by the age of 15 or 16, the age at which formal 
operations become firmly established. ' 

V » (Elkyid 1970, p. 70) 

If, therefore, thii* particular type of egoccntrism is fastened on 
as tk< critical affective factor inhibiting language learning, the 
implication is that the language learner is thus inhibited for 
only two or thrco years. What seems to be further implied is that 
the language learner is t<cc inhibited at sixtpen than at fourteen 
years and that, accordingly, o^c is likely to be a more successful 
language learner in one's late teens than in one.'s early teens. 
This does not appear to be entirely consistent with Rosansky's and 
Krashcn's general assumptions about the critical period (sec above, 
pp. 39-40) cr indeed with such scant empirical evidence as there is 
tu support of the critical period hypothesis (e.g., the evidence 
on accent acquisition; see abov„, pp. 1-4). 
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An alternative account of age-related affecnive factor* 
operative in -second language learning if provided by the Freudian 
perspective. This links affective variables in language learning 
to the general development of the 'ego' and the 'superego''. 
TTie Freudian psychologist Erwin Stengel, for example, proposed an 
explanation of age-related differences amongst language learners - 
differences which he apparently regarded as self-elkLdent - in 
term* of 'identification', 'super-ego* development, • libidinal 
relations to objects' and 'narcissism* (Stengel 1939). 

The process of 'identification' vas described and illustrated 
by Freud as follows: 



...the assimilation of one ego to another one, as a i 
result of which the first ego behaves like the second 
in certain respects, imitates it and in a ^ense takes . 
it up into itself. .% If a boy identifies himself with 
his-father, he wants to he like his father.,. his ego 
is altered on the model of his-father... " 

(Freud 1964*; reprint pp.94-r95) 

According to Stengel, identification, the desire to be like 
others, underlies the phenomenon of 'echolalia', i.e. the quasi- 
automatic ref>eti?ion of words by children learning (and aphasics 
re-learning) language, but plays no role informal adult language 
learning: 

In the processjof the acquisition of a new language *y an 
adult, we find hardly any trace of this involuntary < 
• ; F; pec ."J on \ ^ adult ^cks this primitive mechanism of 
identification. In the child who is learning a new 
language- it is often pronounced and the pleasure in a 
senseless repetition- of words is characteristic. 

(Stengel 1939, pp, 471-472)' 
• 

In the Freudian scheme the process of identification is the 
basis for the development of the £uper-ego"\ The child's 
tendency to identify with his parents (and, later, with other - 
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authority-figures) leads to the formation of a set of internal 
inhibitions - in traditional term, a conscience: 

Parental influence governs the child by offering proofs of 

love and by. threatening punishments which are signs to the 

child of loss of love and $re bound to be feared on their 

own accounts This realistic anxiety is the precursor of 

the later moral anxiety. So long as it is dooinant there 

is no need to, talk of a super-ego and of a conscience* 

It is only subsequently that the secondary situation 

develops.. .where the external restraint is* internalized 

and the super-ego takes the place of the parental agency 

and observes, directs and threatens the ego in exactly < 

the same way as earlier the parents did with Ihe child. i 

x c (Freud 1964; reprint pp. 93-94) 

\ K 

Stengel attributed to the super-ego a monitoring role in language 



It is obviously one of the functions of the super-ego to 
watch over the strict rules -which regulate the relations 
between words and objects. In a state of wcaknes* of 
the ego the severity of the super-ego relaxes. The ego 
is allowed to infringe these laws. 

^ (Stengel 1939, pp. 472-473) 

It is, according to hira, the relaxing of the severity of the super- 
*ro that is responsible for the kinds of aphasia which cause 
it divi duals to 'produce cither wrong words or newly coated words 1 
(*» id., p. 472). A strict super-ego was claimed to be imaging in 
cthjr ways: 



Each of us, and especially these of us vith seme traits of 
obsessional -neurosis, is often halted by doubts vhether 
some chosen word really reflects the idea of the o&icct. 
The obsessional neurotic character therefore slows down 
the acquisition of a new language... But even the normally 
developed super-^o of the adult has a retaroing effect 
on the development of'srpcec ». 

(Stengel 19j9, p. 473) 
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Children, on the other hand, are not hammered by? such .inhibitions: 



r , j i * 

The feeling that the relations bctweeen the vordiand the , 
idea of the object are bound by strict rules is a 
comparatively late acquisition of the super-ego... The 
young chil,d does not suffer from such doubts. It is * 
not afraid of wrong words and does not shrink from, 
forming new expressions on the spur of the moment, if 
the one generally used is not at hand. „ « , • ij 

^ » (Stengel 1939, p;473) 

, By 'libidinal relations to objects' is meant the way in | • 
.which the 'libido', in its later, ccmprehensive sensa d£i /life 
instinct,... afT^drWeVNto survival as well as the ins'tinctjial 
" sexual drive |ts elf ford-Clark 1965, p. 194),' apprehends 
and assesses aspects of external reality in relation, to its,iown 
needs and wants. Stengel assumed that ' our libidinal -relation * 
to an object denoted by a worJ in a foreign language is* •somewhat 
different from our relation to the same object denot«dtbyj/*» word 
in the native language' (1939, p. 474), and suggested that this 
difference might have a connexion with the following phenomenon: 

...the word 'slaughterhouse' f spo ken in the native language, 1 
may produre the picture of a house, but in the new language 
the picture of the act of slaughter itig an animal. .. Words 
in the native langusge call up a ( .picture of /'simple life- 
less pattern, while the corresponding vqrW \k .$he foreign 
language are more primitive and concrete: K 

< . '- . ' -(9ceome^?1939, pp*473-474) 

More generally, he saw libidinal relations to objects as a factor 
^ in tfce -adult 1 s re*H stance -to a new lariguagev^dditfa'aiTJ/less 
developed state in children as a factor ip lycaiasiv&eijxicv**" 
greater, openness to -new language* ; nVrawe ni rfiod zoviioa 

« We, feel an initial resistance against object*; wfcitfi we are 
' w a om pulled tb .denote by new net**. jOc^tfowput itcanother 
way; '^odr resistance :toutvery change tfnvoar libidinal 
. - 1 - ^^UtionattovObjecfs?ee»*ee^wexcain?a»o«qfc ©^resistance 
to their new names ♦ This resistance is naturally strongest 
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in connection "with objects which are nearest to our feedings. 
For children this source o£ resistance egainst a new ianguage 
exists to a lesser degree* For'here the change is not 
opposed by a rigid system of object relatione* 

4 '(Stengel 1939. pp.47*-475) 

* / 

In addition to the libido's relations with external reality, 
the Freudian psychologist also recognizes the existence of relations 
between the libido and the efo. The latter are subsumed under the 
label 'narcissism* , which covers roughly what in layman's terms 
would be described as 'self-esteem 9 1 'self-love' t etc. For 
Stengel t narcissism permeates attitudes towards language and is 
operative in the different ^perspectives adults and children* have 
in regard to their performance in a new language. Many adults* 
according to Stengel (pp. 475-476) harbour the hope of 'converting 
the strangers to their own language* , whtth they think of as no re 
universal* richer, more advanced* even somehow truer than foreign 
languages. # 

Karcisslsa also, for Stengel, underlies the "sense of shame* 
many adults feel when they start to use a! new language 

This can be explained by the feeling of insufficiency. 
Acquiring a new language in adult life is an anachronism 
and cany people cannot tolerate the infantile situation; 
their narcissism is deeply hurt by tJfe necessity, for 
exposing a serious def Iciency in a function which serves 
as an important source of narcissistic gratification. 

1 * (Stengel 1939, p.476) 

Another factor related to narcissism is the existence of 
'exhibitionistic impulses!, which, in Stengel's view, are' powerful 
'motives both in encouraging and inhibiting language learning: 

Some persons in the first stage of using a foreign language, 
have a feeling as though they were wearing a fancy dress. 
Thus it is very probable that the feeling of shame... which 
often appears after a successful linguistic act, originates 
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in exhibitionism. The child's position with regard to 
these difficulties is quite different* To give a young 
child a second language scans to give him a second 
method of play. The impulse to commucicate. ♦ .makes use 
of the new language with pleasure. There is no fear of 
talking- nonsense, for talking nonsense is a source of 
pleasure. Nor is there any fear of fancy-dress — fthe ' 
N child loves to wear it. The adult will learn the new* 
language the wore easily, the sore of these infantile 
f characteristics he has preserved. 

• ■ / (Stengel 1939, p. 477) 

. Whilst Stengel's aceount<» like many others, goes beyond* 
what seems to be justified by the^ evidence in assuming differences 
between child an/ adult language learners, it does not postulate 
a rigidly defined critical period or cut-off point. Kor does it 
set hard and fast boundaries between what is possible for a child 
and what is possible for an adult. Rather, it suggests that the 
degree to which the child's approach to language learning persists 
into adulthood depends on general psychological development, and, 
indeed that this approach may be largely reverted to in certain 
(pathological)* circumstances* Some measure of variability is 
also predicted by Alexander Guiora's proposals, which like 
Stengel's have a JFreudian basis. 

, Guiora (1972) introduced a new construct - 'language ego' - 
which was represented as a sort of specialized linguistic version 
of , the Freudian notion I » * • 



In a manner similar to, the concept of the body ego, languaga 
ego. too is conceived as a maturation concept and refers to 
a self-representation with physical outlines and firm 
boundaries. t. The permeability of the language ego boundaries, 
specifically the flexibility of the pronunciation boundaries 
is developmentaUly and "genetically (in the psycho-analytic 
sense) determined. That is to say, pronunciation permeability 
will, correspond to stages in the development of the ego; in 
the early formative stages of general ego development greater 
flexibility is* allowed. 1W a child can assimilate native- 
like speech in an/ language. Once .ego development is * 
concluded, flexibility will be sharply restricted forever. 

* (Cuiora, Brannon and D4II 1972,. p.U2) 
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5n the early stages 0 £ dcvclopocnt the boundaries of the 

.bilirv C i! g ° til ° £ £luX ,nd( hencc - Pronunciation 

J" 1 ?' «Uetble... Or.ce these bound.ries beco»e 

1 I* a'\ y " *PP roxiB «e authentic pronunciation in 

a second language will be drastically reduced. 

It is our contention that second' language learning in all 
of its dimensions exerts a very specific demand with regard 
to self-representation. Essentially, to learn a second 

iTSttV l V° u" kC ° n a/nCW idcncit y- Since pronunciation 
appears to be the aspect of language behaviour most resistant 
to change, we submit that it is therefore the most critical 
to self-representation. Hence, ve propose that the most 
IE'a tlv L ln J ex of th ? ? bilic y to take on a new identity, i.e., 
found e fn e ^! f F™* hili V ^nguage ego boundaries, i, 
found in the ability to 'achieve nativelike pronunciation in 
a second language. Considering the empathic capacity is also 
dependent upon the ability to partUlly and temporaril"g!ve 

dif?eren c n P ?n a ^ nC$ KM- id ° ntUy ' pr °P° Sc that individual 
ahoufS « ' h !. a ^ lllty C0 P»«o»ncc a second language 
should reflect individual differences in empathic ability. 

, . (Guiora, Beit-Hallahiii, Brannon, 

Dull and Scovel 1972, p. 422) 

John Schumann (1975b) suggested that Cuiora's concept of ego 
'permeability might, insofar as it was seen as an 'internal* as well 
« an •external* phenomenon, be related to a notion expounded by 
another Freudian theorl-, Ernst Kris. Kri s , <1952) proposed the 
idea that in many type's of creative processes the ego undergoes a 
controlled or % adaptive 'regression*, that is to say, relaxes and 
rererts from •secondary process* to 'primary process' thinking. 

Secondary process is the normally dominant node of thought 

..«»? ? ait V C8 °* lt l l P rioaril y Vcrb * 1 and follows the 
SrSL 22 °f syntax and togic. Primary process thinking, 
on the other hand, i, an attribute of those childhood years 
when the ego is still iwaature* Primary process is 
characterized by the absence of negatives, conditionals or 
other qualifying conjunctions. It has no sense of time and 
-oes not distinguish among oast, present' and future. 
Opposites can appear in place of one another and mutually 
contradictory ideas can exist in harmony. Also, a part of 
an idea or an object can represent the whole and several 
different thoughts c*n be represented by a single thought 
or image (Brenner 1957). It fc is possible that primary process 
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modalities provide an ^appropriately unbiased mental set 
in which the "second language can be acquired, and' that 
successful adul't second "language acquisition is 
accomplished by the learner's access t;o primary process 
through an ability .to undergo an adaptive regression. 

(Schumann l?75b, pp. 223-224) 
* « 

*-.As far as the 1 external 1 dimension of ego permeability is 
concerned (i.e. the way it relates to, what lies outside the 
individual organism), the above quotations from Guiora et^all 
make it clear that this is conceived as very much bound up with 
'empathise capacity 1 . Tor Guiora, second language learning 
'poses a challenge to the integrity of basic identifications', 
since it demands that the learner 'step into a new world' and 
'take on a new identity' (Guiora, Brannon and Dull 1972, pp. 111- 
112). He defined 'empathy 1 as 

a process of comprehending in which a temporary fusion of 
self-object boundaries, as in the earliest- pattern of 
object relation, permits an immediate emotional 
apprehension of the affective experience of another, this 
sensing being usad by the cognitive functions to gain 
understanding of the other 

(Guiora 1972, p. 142) 

and claimed that people 



who are more sensitive in their interactions with others, \ 
who are more receptive to subtle cues of behavior and 
feelings, would have a«s enhanced capacity to discern 
those clues and nuances which, when incorporated in 
speaking, produce authentic native-like pronunciation. 

(Taylor, Guiora, Catford and 
4 lane 1969, p. 463) 

Some of the experiments carried out by Guiora and his 
collaborators to test this hypothesis (Guiora, Lane and Bosworth 
1967; Taylor, Guiora, Catfordf and U .e 1969; Guiora, Brannon and 
Dull 1972) were rather inconclusive in. their results. However, 



one of Guiora's experiments did seem to confirm at least his 
general line of thinking (Guiora, Beit-Hal lahni, Brannon, Dull and 
Shovel 1972). It involved assessing subjects' pronunciation of a 
second language after the ingestion of alcohol. Guiora viewed the 
lowering of inhibitions through alcohol as a Deans of 'operationally 
inducing a state of greater permeability of ego boundaries or the 
ability to partially and temporarily give up one's separatencss of 
identity' (Cuiora, Be i t-Hal lahai , Brannon, Dull and Scovel 1972, 
p. 427). In fact, Guiora and his associates found that the 
consumption of snail amounts of alcohol did actually improve their 
subjects' p?onunc?rtion of the second language; 

Such findings cannot be taken as anything like proof of Guiora' 
hypothesis. His 'cha^i of reasoning (lowered inhibitions induced 
by alcohol produce permeability of ego boundaries which is the 
essential component of empathy!. . .may be intuitively appealing, 
but. . .nevertheless must be seen as an unsubstantiated assumption' 
(Schumann 1975, p,224). In any case, it has to be said that the 
precise terms of Guiora's hypothesis arc not entirely clear. There 
seems to be some uncertainty as to whether 'empathic capacity' is 
seen as related to authentic pronunciation alone or to second 
language performance in general: 

...we believe that the findings lend conclusive support to 
our view Uuxt pronur&iatim ability is indeed a unique 
j feature of second language learning in that individual 

differences in that skill 'tpjjear to be directly related to 
flexibility of psychic processes as contracted with highly 
'integrated ego functioning which plays a major role in 
Uamiijf and manipulating gramnar, syntax and vocabulary, 

(Guiora, lieil-Hnl lalimi f Brannon, Dull 
and Scovel 1972, p. 427; italics added) 



... 1 wo u 1 d /s ubmi t Out f'trpQ th tc capar iiy ir. re la ted not only 
ti pronunciation ability, but alco, in yet to be determined 
ways, to the ovcmll capacity to acquire a serond language, 
i.e. to incorporate a 'new systcm-of communication. 

(Guiora 1972, pp. 145-146; italics added) 
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If the hypothesis posits a unique relationship between 
espathic capacity and pronunciation, then, taken together with 
the claio that 'pronunciation permeability will correspond to 
stages in the developaent of the ego' (Guiora, Braimon and Dull 
1972, p. 112), this sight provide an alternative to the 'multiple 
critical" periods hypothesis* in accounting for the evidence which 
suggests that the capacity to acquire an authentic accent is 
uniquely vulnerable to age-related deterioration (see above, 
pp. 1-9). If, on the contrary, espathic capacity is linked to 
overall language learning capacity, this may have relevance to 
the phenooenon of successful adult second language learning in 
general and to the view that, in principle, any adult can becoae 
a successful language learner: 

j 

If we accept that 'lowering inhibitions' is necessary for 
the acquisition of a second language in general, then the 
fourth experiment (i.e. the one involving the ingeSticn 
of alcohol] assuaes a special ioportance because it does 
not view ego flexibility and hence eopathic capacity as a 
stable state found in certain adults but not in others.* 
Instead it vieus ego flexibility as inducible* If arti- 
ficial-agents such as alcohol can foster permeability of 
ego boundaries and reduce inhibitions then it would not be 
unreasonable to assuae that given the right concatenation 
of natural psychological factors, permeability of ego 
t boundaries night be possible for everyone. 

(Schumann 1975b, p. 226) 

John Schuaann (1975a, 1975b, 1978) has placed Guiora 1 s work 
on 'ego perseability 1 ,and 'espathic capacity 1 in the perspective 
of other research and speculations concerned with acculturation 
and with attitudes and motivation. Collating material froa these 
various lines of investigation Schuaann finds 'several 
indications.. .that language learning difficulties after puberty 
Bay be related to the social and psychological changes an 
individual undergoes at that age' (1975b, p. 229). 
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Acculturation is relevant to the case of the second language 
learner actually living in a community where the language in use 
is not his own first language: 

•••upon entering the community the learner is faced with 
several problems that can produce negative reactions to 
the new language and its speakers. These reactions often 
interfere with second language learning* 

(Schumann 19^5b, p. 210) 

Within th£ area of acculturation (Larsen and Snalley 1972, 
Nida 1957-58) are such factors as culture shock and culture 
stress; these can be defined as anxiety resulting firom the 
disorientation encountered upon entering a new culture. 

t (Schumann 1975a, p. 25) 

As long as such anxiety persists it is likely to hinder its 
sufferer's learning of the language associated with the culture 
in question. 

Various researchers have identified the crucial factor in 
over doming 'culture shock', 'culture stress' and indeed 'language 
shock' (cf. quotations from Stengel, above pp.4£-50) as the degree 
of willingness of the learner-alien to accept for a tine a position 
of child-like dependence on others. Such researchers have assumed 
that children are more willing to accept this kind of position 
than adults, and that herein lies an explanation for the supposed 
superiority of children as second language learners. This is 
certainly the view of Larsen and Snalley: 



What the, learner needs is a small community of sympathetic 
people who will help him in the difficult period when he 
is a linguistic and cultural child-adult, he needs a new 
family to help him grow up. * 

(Larsen and Smalley 1972, p. 46) 
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, Xs puberty approaches and* the individual is concerned 
with the consolidation of his personality, it apparently 
become, more difficult for him to submit to the neS * 
norms which a second language requires. As an 
individual's dependence on other, gives way to his own 
independence in satisfying needs, there seems to be 

r«!sS U k K t0Ward th ! , int «" a ""tio n of new norms 
required by a second language. 

I (Ursen and Smalley 1972, p. 160) 

Such considerations may be relevant to the generality of 
second language .learner.. According to C. A. Curran (1961), 

adufti 1 ^!! " qt 'u re 4eC ° nd lan 8 ua S" *>" «sily than 
. adults because they are less threatened by the sounds 

ot the new language and because they are*willi ne to 

depend on others for support in learning. The adult. 
,on the- other hand, has acquired a basic security in his 

own language and is not ordinarily threatened by rejection 

m the new language his normal linguistic securities are 

whth he e L and ' lndS hiBSelf in " de P ende « 
wnicn he may resist.. 

(Reported by Schumann 1975b, p. 230) 

The influence of attitude and motivation on second language 
learning has been the subject of a series of investigations 
carried out by Wallace Uabert, Richard Gardner and their " 
collaborators (see, e.g., Lambert and Kli jberg 1967; Cardner 
1968; Uoberc, Cardner, Olton and Tunstall 1970; Cardner and 
Uabert 1972; Cardner, Smythe, Kirb y and gramwell 1974). 

U»ie*t and Cardner were led by their research to the view that 
intelligence and aptitude on the one hand and attitude, and 

motivation on the other operate as independent variable, in 

second language learning, a, far as attitudes and motivation . 

were concerned, they isolated two orientation. - in f trumental 

and integrative: 

Social psychologists would expect that success in 
i^iT"? a , forei8n l««WMfe« would depend not only on 
intellectual capacity, and language aptitude but also 
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on the learner's perceptions of the other ethnol inguistic , 
group involved, his attitudes towards representatives of 
that group, and his willingness to identify enough to 
adopt distinctive aspects of behavior, linguistic and non- 
linguistic, that characterize that other group. The 
learner's motivation for language study, it follows, would 
be determined by his attitudes and readiness to identify 
and by his orientation to the whole process of learning a 
foreign language. ^We saw many possible forms the student's 
orientation could take', two of which we looked at in some 
detail: an ' instrumental 1 outlook, reflecting the practical 
value and advantages of learning a new language, and an 
'integrative' out, look, reflecting, a sincere and personal 
interest in the people and culture represented by the other 
group. It was our hunch th&t an integrative orientation 
would sustain better the long-term motivation needed for 
the very demanding task' of second- language learning. 



...we find that an integrative and friendly outlook toward 
the other group whose language is being learned can 
differentially sensitize the learner to the audio-lingual 
features of the language, making him more perceptive to 
forms of pronunciation and accent than is the case for a 
learner without this open and friendly disposition. If 
the student's attitude is highly ethnocentric and hostile, 
we have seen that no progress to speak of will be made in 
acquiring any aspects of the language* Stich a student 
not only is perceptually insensitive to the language, but 
\ apparently is also unwilling to modify or adjust his own 
response system to approximate the new pronunciational 
responses required in the other language. ♦ 



However in certain types of setting the instrumental orientation 
was quite adequate: 



For exaople, we found that Filipino students who approach 
the study of English with an instrumental orientation and 
who receive parental support for this outlook were clearly 
successful in developing proficiency in the language. 
Thus, ,i"t seems that in settings where there is an urgency 
about mastering a second language - as there is in the 
Philippines and in North America for members of linguistic 




"<GardCer and Lambert 1972, p. 132) 



(Gardner and Lambert 1972, p. 134) 
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minority groups - the instrumental approach to language 
study is extremely effective* Nevertheleis. for another 
subgroup of Filipino students an integrative orientation • 
toward the study of English had a striking effect on 
proficiency, especially the audio-lingual aspects. 

(Gardner and Lambert 1972, p. 141) 

Age may well play a role in this integrative-instrumental 
polarity. There is evidence to suggest that children of 
around the age of ten are less likely to be^ hostile to cultures 
other than their own (i*e*.more likely to be integratively 
oriented) than older (or indeed younger) children: 

In a cross-national study of children's views of 

foreign peoples Lambert'and Klineberg (1967) found 

that the age of ten or so is perhaps the most 

beneficial developmental period for introducing *. 

cultural differences.. It is -at this age level that 1 '< < 

children are more likely to view foreign people .as 

different but at the same time interesting* After 

the age of ten (and before it) children tend to 

associate 'different 1 with 'bad'., 

(Schumann 1975b, p. 230) 

Accord ir> to Schumann (1975b, p. 230) the findings from these 
various areas of research converge, at least in general terms, 
and conspire to suggej't 'that social and psychological maturation 
may be as important or even more important than neurological 
maturation i,n accounting for difficulties in adult second languag 
learning*. If this is indeed the case, then cases of successful 
adult second language learning may be explained by the fact 'that 
under certain conditions adults can overcome the social and 
psychological barriers of their learning 1 . \ 

Schumann has been led by this apparent convergence - as well 
as by the deficiencies of neurological and cognitive accounts - 
to claim that age-related differences amongst language-learners 
are best explained in terms of the 'affective argument 1 
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The affective argumenr assumes that when the learner has 
etnpathic capacity, and motivation and attitudes which are 
favorable. both to the target language community and to 
language learning itself, the ptychological distance 
'between the learner and the TL group will be minimal and 
the learner's cognitive processes will automatically 
function to produce language acquisition. The affective 
argument would claim that in children empathy, motivation 
and attitudes are generally favorably tuned or at least 
sufficiently neutral so that when exposed to the target 
language* the child's cognitive processes will function 
to produce language learning. In adults, however, the 
development of firm ego boundaries, attitudes and 
motivational orientations which is concomitant with social 
and psychological maturation, places the learner at a 
psychological distance from the TL group such that the 
cognitive processes majr be blocked or at least inhibited 
from operating on the target language data to which the 
adult learner is exposed. Unlike biological maturation, 
however, social -psychological maturation is not unalterable. 
As suggested above, under the right conditions the affective 
factors in the adult can be ameliorated to permit successful 
second language acquisition. It should also be noted that 
since affective influences on second language learning are 
not strictly related to maturation, unfavorable parental 
attitudes toward the target language or its speakers can 
influence the child's affective factors and also inhibit 
his acquisition of the second language. 

The affective argument would maintain that children arc 
no better equipped cognitively to learn a secono language 

'than arc adults. Thus in terms of cognitive ability both 
are equally capable of ^ccoming bilingual. Macnamara (1973) 
takes the same position. He argues that children exposed 
to speakers of the target language learn better than adults 

ubecausc they get involved in real coirrrunioation in order to 
understand what their peers are saying to them and in order 
to cake. what they want to say clear to their peers. He 
feels that adults do not lean* second languages to the 
extent they do not get involved in such vital communication. 
H this is true, then the question becomes why don't adults 
become involved in. real communication? The position most 
consonant with the affective argument is that problems with 
the adult's attitudes* motivation and/or cmpathic capacity 
which are brought about by cither general social-psychological 
development or language and culture shock prevent him from 
getting involved in communication which will lead to success- 
ful second language acquisition. 

(Schumann 1978, p.io7) 
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Ths 'affective argument 1 , like other hypotheses relating 
to the age factor in language learning, is^ vulnerable to the 
criticism that what it sets out to account for may not actually 
exist (except to a very limited extent). Proponents of this 
kind of argument are also faced with the difficulty that 'empathy' 
'anxiety', 'attitude', etc. may be less accessible to scientific 
description than, say, t}fe physiology of the brain. ♦ 

The main advantage of the 'affective' approach has already 
been mentioned in regard to Stengel's account (cf. p. 51 above). 
It is that, since such an approach does not postulate a rigid 
maturational programme for language learning, it allows for the 
possibility of completely successful second language learning at 
pretty well any age. This is an advantage in two seises: on the 
one hand, it accords with the observed fact that some adults do 
learn second languages very successfully; on the other, of alj, 
the theories presented above, it is the one that is likely ta C 
hold most appeal 'for those trying to teach languages to adults 
and indeed for the adult learners themselves! 

Concluding remarks 



Scientific evidence for a general age-related deterioration 
in the capacity to learn a second language is scanty.' Indeed,' 
most of the available hard r evidence seems 0 to point in precisely 
the opposite direction, except in respect of accent acquisition. 
Whether or not age has any real or substantial iutluence*on second 
language learning remains, therefore, ver? much an open question. 

Of the theories that have been proposed to account for the 
age factor in second language learning - if^ it exists - those ■ 
which seem to be most consistent with the evidence are those which 
do tiot sssume a sharp cut-off point for all aspects of language 
acquisition. The 'multiple critical period/ ' hypothesis favoured 
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by researchers such as Herbert Seliger and 'affective* approaches 
of the kind adopted by John Schumann have in comoon the fact that 
the$- meet this criterion, albeit in different ways. 
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